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SILENCE AND SILHOUETTES: AN ARMY RESERVIST’S YEAR IN IRAQ
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THE UNITED STATES ARMY OATH

I, (state your name), do solemnly swear that I will support and defend the
Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic; that I will
bear true faith and allegiance to the same; that I take this obligation freely, without any
mental reservation or purpose of evasion; and that I will well and faithfully discharge the
duties of the office on which I am about to enter. So help me God.

DUTY, HONOR, COUNTRY

PART I

DUTY

I. IT SMELLED LIKE ATHEISM

Basic combat training. There’s nothing basic about it. For nine weeks, nothing
mattered but Uncle Sam. Nothing mattered but the soldier’s oath. We lived, breathed, and
ate that oath. Every drop of sweat, every scrap of forced energy, every push up, every
slimy bead of drill sergeant spit that landed on our faces contained that paragraph. All of
it meant to answer one question: did we mean it? Would we live up to the soldier’s oath
under the worst of conditions? It was a test. If we passed, we were soldiers. If we failed,
we weren’t.
Only after we have been completely destroyed can we begin to find ourselves.
They took your clothes and gave you camouflage. To hide you. To hide who you
are, who you were. They took your hair. All of you, convicts in camouflage green
jumpsuits. They took your designer shoes. They gave you combat boots (to be shined
every night, private). They took your sunglasses. And your frayed baseball cap. They took
your half a pack of chewing gum. And the television, the recliner, the coffee maker, your
CD player, the deck of cards, your cell phone, the beer, the lunch mommy packed you.
You are not one. You are no one.
They took it all. They stripped you of every luxury, everything you’ve ever
convinced yourself to be a necessity. They took who you were and flattened it, everything
you thought you knew about it. They took it away and only left you with the skin on your
back, with the hair on your chinny-chin-chin. Then they gave you a razor blade and told
you to shave it.
Even in the shower, a place where there were at least tattoos and scars and

birthmarks, everyone wore the same shower shoes. Black flip flops. Black like combat
boots. Black like the sports car you no longer drove.
Friends back home were sitting in college classrooms. They were reading
textbooks in the library, getting drunk in their dorm rooms. This was their big life
experience. This was their heroic quest into adulthood. They were “finding themselves”.
They washed down cold pizza with Coors Light. They explored the glories of sexual
“maturity”. They waited tables at Applebees trying to make an extra buck, delivered
pizzas for Dominoes, “worked through college” like their parents weren’t paying for it.
This was their big life experience.
I’d like to see them live without their name-brand khakis. Or the trendy pajama
pants with hot pink, arrogant words, like SEXY and SPOILED, written on the ass. I’d like to
see them work for something other than an extra buck. I’d like to see them live outside of
their push-button lives; their microwaved Ramen noodle lives; their beer pong and Jell-o
shot, working through college,
roughing-it-with-the-‘93-Escort-until-I-graduate-and-save-enough-money-for-a-new-car
lives. For one minute, I’d like to see them take all that big life experience and give it up.
Just let go.
Get all the hair cut off their head like dogs at the pound. Sit in a chair and watch
in the mirror as their identities float to the ground. Watch as the barber sweeps it up,
puts it in the trash. Right where it fucking belongs. The hair of a hundred other recruits, a
hundred other identities, mixing and blending until it’s all the same.
We’re all the same.
Sacrifice. And I don’t mean wait fucking tables. Really sacrifice. Your time,

yourself, your future. And don’t bitch. I don’t care that a party of six just stiffed you on
their $113 bill. You probably deserved it. And even if you didn’t, I don’t care. And don’t
think for a minute you can step out the back door, next to the dishwasher, and “take
five”. Have a cigarette and complain to your co-workers like they a give a shit. I don’t.
There are no cigarettes or “taking five” in basic training.
And not because the Army sucks. It’s not because we’re weak minded and fall
easily into taking orders. It’s not because we’re tough and “Hooah, Hooah” and all that
clichéd bullshit. It’s because taking five in a combat zone can get you fucking killed. End
your miserable little existence like you end your cigarettes. Push you, crush you, in an
ashtray and smother your face until your head cracks open. Brown leaves and ash.
That’s all we are.
We’re all the same.
This is basic combat training. Basic training for war. For 2003, fuckin’-A desert,
urban warfare. The new age combat. You’re here, man, and you are no different than any
other rotting piece of compost in army fatigues. Brown leaves and ash. Suck it up, sally,
and quit complaining. Mommy ain’t here. We don’t believe in pity, because your enemies
don’t believe in pity.
If you meant that oath, you’ll tough it out. You’ll be tired and hungry and you’ll
smell like a foot. But guess what, cupcake, that oath is your fucking life now. Literally,
figuratively, every kind of -ly you can think of. Honor it. Sacrifice your freedom to find
out what freedom means. Then you’ll see why it’s worth fighting for.
Give me that hair.
Give me those shoes.

Give me your cell phone you can’t live without.
Give me your I-pod and that laptop computer.
Your sovereignty and your independence.
It’s mine now.
Only after we have been completely destroyed can we begin to find ourselves.
Look around and think of how much this all means to you. This ground, this place
you call a home. This space and time given to you for free. These people you call
countrymen. These people who will ask you why you joined the army in a time of war like
you’re fuckin’ bat-shit crazy. Like you’re a fucking clown in a circus, like your sacrifices
mean precisely jack shit.
Freedom.
Smell the way it feels to lose it all, to lose your free will. The drill sergeants will
tell you when to train, when to push, and when to pull. When to laugh (never) and when
to cry (don’t even think about it). They will tell you how to walk and how to talk, how to
sit and how to eat and when to shower and when to shit.
You want to say something? You better stand at the position of attention and
request permission to speak, princess. And hope he doesn’t rip your bloody head off for
taking time out of his busy day.
Duty.
The opposite of freedom. Duty is your freedom now, hero. What’s it smell like?
Pain.
Smell how much it hurts. Smell how willing you’ve become to sacrifice for it.
Godforsaken, selfless, nothing-matters-less-than-my-well-being sacrifice. “I serve the

country” is tattooed right across your fucking forehead. Right across your bleeding
gums. Every time you smile or snarl. You show them. College textbooks and wet t-shirts?
This is carbine rifles and mud sodden fatigues. The all warrior circus. You’re a snarling
clown with spiked teeth and bleeding gums. You smell like rotten war paint. You smell
like…
Sacrifice.
So your countrymen can continue to live free. People who can’t even begin to
realize how lucky they are to have been born here. It’s all for them. Sacrifice so they can
bask in the freedom you don’t have.
Smell it.
It smells like basic combat training.
It smelled like humid rubber. That was The Pit.
Nothing good ever happened in The Pit, a depression the size of a football field
stuck in between four massive barracks, four companies of privates learning to be
soldiers. The Pit smelled like rubber because it was filled with chopped up tire pieces. It
was soft and squishy and vile. The army’s recycling program.
The smell of the Pit is my first memory of basic training. The very first day, cattle
cars (that’s what we called them) brought two hundred restless and eager recruits to The
Pit. We crammed into the cattle cars. Sardines aren’t packed this close. As we arrived, the
only sound other than the unseen truck that hauled us was the muffled booms of drill
sergeants screaming at those unfortunate souls who’d already unloaded.
The inside was dark, shielded. Lines of light shone through the holes near the top
of the cattle car, breathing holes for the cattle so they don’t suffocate. Dusty rays of sun,

falling down on us, shifting slowly across the silent sea of army green. It bounced along
the faces made of faux stone. We bear hugged our duffel bags, our faces paralyzed, stuck
like a dent in an ice cube. Too scared to melt.
Brakes squealed. The cattle car stopped. The truck’s engine stopped. Silence
interrupted by muffled booms. The squeaky sliding door flung open and three drill
sergeants demanded to know what the hell we were waiting for. My foot didn’t reach the
ground before one was in my face. Move faster! Stand here! Run there! Find a spot in
formation! Faster! Shut up! “Yes, drill sergeant.” I said shut up!
I readjusted the heavy duffel bag I hugged. Another one was in my face like the
wind, “What if that was you’re buddy you were carrying off the battlefield?” Slimy beads
of spit. In my head, “I didn’t drop the damn thing, I just had to readjust, you prick.” I said
nothing. Nerves I guess. Molten nerves. He yelled some more. More spit.
“Yes, drill sergeant!”
That’s what I said. That’s all we said.
Their tremendous voices echoed off the colossal brick barracks, all four of them,
and the resulting sound was an avalanche. Voices everywhere. The wind was drill
sergeant breath. The smell of humid rubber. Of basic training, of freedom lost. People
screaming and losing their tempers and yelling and screaming.
From that day on, for nine solid weeks, little pieces of chopped up tire stained our
white-gray PT sweats with lazy, black streaks. Sometimes the pieces got stuck to us as
we went inside. Little scraps of rubber with white thread dangling like tampon strings.
We learned to watch each other’s back. A piece of rubber was not only unauthorized on
The Army Uniform, but indicative of a private who wasn’t ready to leave The Pit.

“So Private Sticky Fingers wants to steal a piece of The Pit? I guess he’s not
ready to go hit the rack. You need to deal with your attachment issues, private,” yelled
the drill sergeant as the last person headed in for lights out. Then, over the loud speaker,
to make sure all those who had began getting ready for bed heard it, “Fourth platoon,
back to The Pit!”
Great.
It smelled like old sweat and mineral oil. That was the barber shop.
Dark and vague, like a back alley full of hot metal. The mineral oil so the
trimmers stayed clean and efficient. Everything was efficient. Stand, sit, cut, crop, clean,
shit. In that order. No exceptions. Three minutes. Go, private.
The distilled smell of skin, sweat, and oil, recruits losing their identity, was
boiling hot, like bottled anger. It filled the barber shop and wafted through the silent line
of camouflaged privates at parade rest. Hands behind the back, clasped right over left,
head and eyes forward, mouth shut, feet shoulder-width apart. The line progressed. Snap
the feet together, come to attention, step forward. Back to parade rest.
The barber shop’s efficiency could be seen from a mile. Line of recruits
(camouflage green bodies; shiny, black boots) in one side: two week old fuzz atop their
round heads. Line of recruits (camouflaged green bodies; shiny, black boots) out the
other side: skinned and clean, efficient.
One guy pulled to the front of the formation. Forgot to put his cover on when he
came outside. Drill sergeant in his face. Slimy beads. Now he had to do cannon cockers.
Stood at attention. Dropped his hands to the ground and kicked his feet out behind him,
putting him in a push up position. Pulled his feet back underneath himself and stood at

attention. One cannon cocker, he said.
“You forgot to say boom, sweetheart!” roared the drill sergeant. “Do it right or
they all do it.” He pointed to us.
Kid dropped down, threw back his feet, and stood back up. Boom, he said.
“Damnit, private! You ride the short bus?” yelled the drill sergeant. “Let me
explain this again. Every time your feet kick, you say ‘boom’. That’s the cannon cocker.
When you stand up, you say the count. Think you can handle that, sister?”
“Yes, drill sergeant.”
Dropped to his hands. Feet shot back like the recoil of the M-16’s buffer spring.
“Boom,” he said. His voice echoed. A hundred recruits watching him, hearing his
echoing Mississippi accent. Stood up. “One cannon cocker!”
Back down. “Boom. Boom.”
“Two cannon cockers!”
“Boom. Boom. Boom.”
“Three cannon cockers!”
This went on way for too long. His booms, the only sound. At the seventh cannon
cocker, someone in the formation could no longer take the echoing Mississippian accent
of this kid: Baoum… baoum… baoum… baoum…
“You wanna laugh at him, private? Join him!”
Now there were two. And they were both nervous and hysterical. They couldn’t
synchronize…
“Boom,

boom,

“Baoum,

boom,
baoum,baoum

boom,

boom…”

baoum,baoum…”

…which got them yelled at some more.
The rest of the shaved recruits came out, and we thanked God this charade was
over. We were all inches away from doing cannon cockers. We stood there, a sea of bald
boys, learning to become bald men, one cannon cocker at a time.
Efficient.
It smelled like morning breath overpowered by the greasy stink of undercooked
bacon. That was morning chow. Puffy eyes that soaked up the whiffs of puffy pancakes.
The dry, plastic feel of my skin after I woke up, and the dry, plastic odor of powdered
eggs. And no coffee.
The strength of the chow hall smell intensified as we marched closer. It was six
o’clock in the morning and we had already run three miles in formation, did sixty
pushups in formation because we weren’t running fast enough, did forty mountain
climbers in formation because our pushups were too arched, and stretched in formation.
We got changed in three minutes and formed up for the morning march to another mass
consumption breakfast in Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri.
The sun was barely in the sky, it’s orange glow reminding us how much fire we’d
have to deal with that day.
We stood outside the chow hall at parade rest. Privates got yelled at. Sometimes it
was me. Sometimes it wasn’t. The line moved inside where the atmosphere grew
thunderous. The endless booming of drill sergeants took over all of my senses. We
wanted to look around at the privates already eating. We wanted to see what all the fuss
was about. Eyes forward. Parade rest. Don’t let them catch your eyes anywhere but
forward.

At the lunch line, the feeding line, civilians served us, plopped ice cream scoops
of snotty eggs on our plates, limp bacon, wet sliced potatoes. We shimmied down the
line. Toes against the board. We said, “Thank you, ma’am” loud enough so the drill
sergeants could hear us. And tried not to think about the gooey mess on our plates.
Walk down the aisle, put the tray down at the next available seat. Don’t skip a
seat. We’re all about efficiency here. Go back up the opposite aisle and get a drink.
Water, orange juice, or red sports drink. Don’t waste time choosing. Should have known
what we wanted while we were marching. Back down the first aisle. Sit. Heels together,
toes pointed. Forty-five degree angles. Back straight. Head down in the plate. Shovel.
You have two and a half minutes left.
“Oh, we got an individual here! He wants to walk up the Down Aisle to throw
away the wonderful breakfast Uncle Sam made him!” a drill sergeant yelled in the center
of the chow hall. Don’t look, I told myself. I wanted to know who it was. If you look,
they’ll think you want company. Just shovel. “You want to just waltz around here doing
your own thing, do you, private?” The private’s head, bald like the rest of us, was pointed
toward the floor. He looked

up. Big mistake. “You eyeballin’ me, private? You wanna

ask me out on a date, private? The answer’s no you rotten pile of pond scum.”
Cold, runny eggs slid down my throat. I tried to push the yelling out of my head.
Three drill sergeants were yelling in three different locations. The only noise. “The
answer is Hell No, private! You’re about as cute as a toad with a hair lip.” Don’t laugh.
“And you’re breath smells like someone lit their fart in your mouth. Get out of my face!”
The drill sergeant left to go yell at someone else.
Shovel.

It smelled like old camping gear. That was everything, the smell of the army.
Mostly, it was the gear. TA-50 they call it. The web gear that wrapped around my
chest like a python. The Kevlar helmet that dented the top of my head with its spider
webbing inside. The rucksack, poncho, and the worn out, recycled wet weather gear that
didn’t work. All of this called TA-50. All of it reeking of the army.
It, that smell, was stuffed into my duffel bag, inside my extra uniforms and socks
and brown underwear (yes, the army even tells you what kind of underwear you’ll slip on
every morning in basic training). All of us, we smelled like the army now, too. That smell
was in the towels we used to dry off. It was in the sheets we slept in. It was in our
washcloths and wall lockers and brown t-shirts. It was in the oath we took. It has been
said that after a certain amount of time, one can get used to any smell. That’s either not
true, or I need more time.
The army smell is distinct, something I’ll smell a thousand years from now in my
hundredth next life and I’ll turn and say, “That’s a smell from a previous life. I want to
say 2003 A.D.” The army smell is indestructible. It cannot be washed off or worn out. It
cannot be manipulated or covered up with cologne or deodorant. It is pungent, but not
offensive. The old vinyl smell of camping gear. In hindsight, the smell is somewhat
comforting. A smell from a time and place in my life, a cornerstone, that will influence
me forever. Experiences that have become part of my self-definition. That smell was
there for all of it.
The army smell is distinct, like the smell of new sneakers. One of those odors that
no matter how hard you try, will always be there. Unwavering. Constant. If you buy
sneakers, they smell like new sneakers. Period. If you join the army, you smell like the

army. Period. In a way, the army smell resembles the new sneaker smell. Only older, like
new sneakers that sat in a closet for years. It’s earthly, like dust on a shelf. It’s ancient
fabric dipped in new dye (OD green) and handed out to new recruits. This new dye that
reeked like the sterility of a hospital would if the hospital was built inside the hollow of a
cave.
Sometimes, you could rub at the new dye and it would lighten. It would fade
away little by little. Then, if you looked hard enough, the old dye peeked through. Behind
the new OD green dye, the fabric looked blue. In some spots, though, it looked stained
and bloody. There the ancient fabric was red. Hundreds of years of sacrifice. The spaces
between the splintering green, the parts that were given up, sacrificed, these parts were
stark white.
And then I realized something. Laying in my bunk, writing a letter to my parents,
the red flashlight making my paper pink, I figured something out. When I am sent to the
Sandbox like all the drill sergeants say I will be, if I die, the flag they give my parents,
the stars and stripes, is going to smell like the army. Dipped in new dye, sure. Crisp and
clean and folded in a compact triangle, absolutely. But it’ll still smell like the olive green
and dirty brown of everything that surrounded me in basic training. Whenever my parents
remember their son, they’ll have to smell that old-new-sneaker, dust-on-a-shelf,
sterilized-cave-hospital smell that I lived in.
So I shut the thought out. I finished my letter and laid my head on my pillow.
Thinking about my family, I drifted. Smiled and drifted.
Sleep.
It smelled like pine oil. That was escape. That was the smell of Sunday. That

offensively clean smell of Sundays. Tangy and sour, like pine pitch fermented in
peroxide wrapped in sin. Are sins really forgiven on Sunday morning? Or are they just
washed up and sanitized, covered up with a piney solution?
Basic training. You’re destroyed and worthless. Your feet stink and your breath
stinks worse. Rock bottom. No freedom. No privacy. Time to face yourself in the mirror.
This confrontation, as bitter and frank as it’s ever been. And here it is: your faith. Where
are you? What are your priorities? Might as well just acknowledge them. Stop hiding
behind electronic gadgets and keg parties. Horny instincts and foolish pride. We’re done
with the bullshit now, with the faking, the procrastinating. No one here but you and Me.
All the good and all the bad. Let’s just put it on the table and quit kidding ourselves.
Only after we have been completely destroyed can we begin to find ourselves.
Sunday. It smelled like atheism. Pine oil and sin. They smell the same. We’re all
the same.
Sunday was our day off, but don’t think of “day off” in the civilian sense. We
didn’t get to talk to our families, run down to the PX to buy candy, or take a leisurely
walk around post. Our heads were still shaved, the drill sergeants still yelled, we still
crawled out of our racks at 4:30 in the morning, we still did PT, and we still got three
minutes to hammer chow down our throats. The difference was that there was no training.
Sunday was the day we looked forward to each week. The end of a chapter, the
beginning of another. Soon, our book would be over. In drill sergeant language, our only
task on Sunday was to “conduct barracks maintenance”. This means clean. Pine oil and
sin. We scrubbed every inch of our section of the barracks. Hand and knee, we buffed the
floors, scoured the sinks, polished the toilets, scrubbed the showers, and Windex-ed the

counters. By the way, regular shaving cream gets a shoe scuff off a tile floor like no one’s
business.
The drill sergeant, after one brave soul went and announced to him that we were
done, came upstairs with a white glove and ran his finger along the windowsills, wall
lockers, radiators, bathroom shelves, cleaning supply closet, shower walls, and
everywhere. If he saw a speck of dust, or if he didn’t, it was back to cleaning.
During the first few weeks of basic training, thinking it would allow us to make a
phone call or have some leisure time, we cleaned like cracked-out rodents. We soon
found out how naïve we were. Even if the drill sergeant didn’t find dust, he found dust.
And, if we bothered him before the job was “done”, we were irrevocably stupid and,
therefore, deserving of some good, old fashioned PT. We quickly learned to use the entire
Sunday to clean.
Sundays were hardly about cleaning though. That was the façade, the
pine-scented mask we all wore. Sundays were about escape. We could talk on Sunday
mornings. We were finally allowed to discuss what had happened all week, which was
more important to us than it may seem as words on paper. And Sundays were about more
than just the reprieve from the screaming banter that accompanies the life of a recruit.
Sundays were about faith.
“Go to church,” the drill sergeant yelled. “I don’t want to look at you nasty
privates all day!”
Despite their hard exterior, the drill sergeants cared about us. Their jobs were
hard, and they did it strictly for us. They wanted us to find ourselves. It wasn’t about
spreading Christianity. There were Jewish services. There were Buddhist services. There

were Protestant, Muslim, Catholic, and Southern Gospel services.
It wasn’t about religion.
It was about faith.
And then there was the atheist. She was tenaciously bitter about religion and she
made it apparent. Toward the end of basic training, we were sent off post on a getaway
day. The only catch was that in order to go, we had to attend a church service. As the
minister explained how one goes about believing in Christianity, the atheist decided she
needed to comment on the stupidity of it all. She said, “That’s all I gotta do is say a little
prayer and I go to heaven?” Then, through pressed lips, she exhaled a bit of arrogant
breath, making sure her disbelief was evident.
The drill sergeants always told the atheist to go to church. They didn’t care about
converting one more “lamb to the flock”. They told her to get out of the barracks and go
to church because they didn’t want to be contaminated by her presence.
In drill sergeant language, this means they wanted her to find herself.
That’s what basic training is all about: finding yourself. It’s discovering yourself,
understanding yourself, forgiving yourself, and believing in yourself. Once you’ve done
that, once you have faith in yourself, you can do anything. An army full of self-reliant
soldiers is stronger than any bomb. The willingness to live and die for a cause, for an
oath, for each other, is stronger than any armor-piercing incendiary round.
It’s stronger than any terrorist hijacking.
Basic training is a guide for life. It’s a test. You don’t start out with all the
answers. In many ways, you never get any answers. But it’s when you realize that the
answers to your questions are unnecessary, that’s when you’re free. That’s when you pass

the test.
Basic training was not about doing pushups in The Pit. It was not about getting
screamed at or being told how worthless and insignificant we were. It was not about
getting up early and choking on cold bacon and wet potatoes. It involved all those things,
but they were not the point.
The point was to have faith. To have faith in yourself. To have faith in anything.
When dealing with the atheists, the drill sergeants had a saying. They yelled this
saying to those who stayed back when the bus came to bring us to church.
“There’s no such thing as an atheist in a foxhole,” they said.
For a long time, I misunderstood the expression.
I pictured World War II and Vietnam flicks: soldiers sitting in foxholes praying
with rosaries. When you’re in the shit and all you have is a rifle and your own ass, I
thought. You’ll turn to God. Sometimes, God isn’t listening. Pray all you want, and the
only outcome you’ll get is a lead slug through the forehead. But sometimes, just
sometimes, God is listening. And God hates the bad guys, right? The reinforcements will
show up, and the Krauts, or the Gooks, will be wiped out. Your platoon will survive
against miraculous odds, and the American flag will wave in the foreground. Roll credits.
Soldiers turn to God during war. That is what I thought.
The expression, as it turns out, means much more.

II. GI JOE SCHMO

You think a lot about your family while you’re at war. You finally understand all
those things they did for you. You finally understand why your parents labeled you
selfish and why they said, “you think you know everything.” You finally understand why
your parents called you ungrateful.
In the fall of 2004, a year and a half after the first invasion of Iraq, your Army
Reserve unit receives a phone call. It happens to be a drill weekend, and you happen to be
standing in the unit administrator’s office when the phone rings. The phone always rings,
so it’s of little surprise. But when you hear your unit administrator tell the person on the
other end of the line, “Is Private [your last name] deployable?”, your tongue becomes
wedged in your throat and sweat appears on your brow.
You try to deal with the situation as best you can. After all, you’re in uniform and
you must retain some form of military bearing. You jokingly whisper, “No. Tell them
‘no’” to the unit administrator, but you’re not joking.
Deep down, on some level, you always doubted the arrival of this day. You
doubted the drill sergeants when they told your platoon in basic training that you’d all
end up in the sandbox someday. You doubted yourself when you thought about your
involvement in your generation’s war. You doubted yourself when you answered the
question you’ve answered a thousand times already -- the million dollar question -- the
first question people ask you when they find out you’re in the military: “Will you have to
go to Iraq?”
You always want to answer this question with “Probably, you stupid shit bag, and

thanks for bringing it up.” But you never do. After all, you must retain some form of
military bearing. So you give the programmed response:
“Maybe, but hopefully not.”
People don’t know what to say to this. They give you a blank stare because they
don’t understand. They seem to think there’s some sort of convenient deployment roster
that gets passed around each year at the Army’s Christmas bash. They seem to think
there’s an organized list with the names and social security numbers of all the soldiers
who’ll be deployed in the new year. They seem to think the names are written in fancy
on engraved invitations, and there is a neat little dotted line where you can write
“I respectfully decline.”
People simply don’t understand, and you don’t bother wasting breath explaining
that you’ll be lucky if you get a full weeks’ notice before you’re ripped out of your home
and moved into Uncle Sam’s. So when you respond to the million dollar question, you
press your lips together, nod your head, and repeat, “Hopefully not.”
The phone call to your unit administrator is from a unit out of West Virginia. The
unit administrator doesn’t believe you when you whisper “no, no; I’m not deployable.”
His paperwork tells him otherwise, and that’s all that matters.
You pack your bags and fly to Ft. Bragg, North Carolina for mobilization training.
Here you meet fifty kids from all over the U.S. Not all of them are kids, but the majority
are under twenty-five. None of them have been to Iraq yet.
After a month or so of receiving gear, conducting training, and pulling CQ
(Command Quarters) duty all day long, you’re packed into a plane and shipped off to the
world’s sandbox. You are scared, terrified even, but you are properly trained and

disciplined and committed.
You joined the military after September 11th because that’s what young men and
women do after their country is attacked. It’s your turn, it’s your duty. You took the oath,
and you’re going to do the best job you can for your country.

***

You’re a simple GI. You’re not an airborne ranger or Green Beret or Sapper or
Special Forces or Navy SEALS or even infantry. Hell, you’re not even a Marine. You’re
an Army Reservist engineer and you have much more life outside the military than in.
You’re nothing special. A copy of a copy of a copy. You’re that vague, illegible, pink
sheet on the very bottom of carbon paper stacks. The words you contain are only
understandable when the writer pressed harder than he’d intended. They will not make
movies about you. There will be no video games revolving around your involvement in
the war. You are a GI and you are nothing special. You’re a veritable Joe Schmo of the
masses, of your generation.
You are GI Joe Schmo.
You fly to Kuwait and wait there for three weeks. You train, armor your vehicles,
train, see a USO show featuring Robin Williams, train, and pull CQ duty. The last three
nights before you leave, the reality of living life like a soldier slaps you in the face. You
are up for hours upon hours. Your platoon sleeps in shifts. The shifts are too short and the
work hours are too long.
None of the battalion’s vehicles are up-armored, and there are many vehicles; it’s

an engineering unit. And in one way or another, your unit has stumbled across
quarter-inch thick plates of armor. It’s weak but better than nothing, and soon your entire
company will refer to it as “Haji Armor.” Soon your entire company will precede a lot of
things with “Haji.”
The maintenance platoon runs the operation. They are the ones with the welding
tools and oxyacetylene torches and nuts and bolts and power drills and grinders and air
compressors and a hundred other things you’d never pictured yourself using at midnight
in the Middle East.
You’re part of the equipment platoon, the operators. For this operation, you
follow the orders of the maintenance sergeants. With the exception of combat engineers,
you’re the grunts of the Corps of Engineers. You’re certainly the grunts of this battalion.
The battalion commander wants your company to be at your final destination by
Christmas. Christmas is a blackout day, meaning other than routine patrols, convoys
don’t operate in Iraq. The probability of attack is higher. After all, these assholes are on a
holy mission; they’d love to grease you on an international Christian holiday. You need
to leave by the 22nd of December. It’s a long convoy and requires four stops and two
days. Yes, you’ll be arriving at camp on Christmas Eve. Suck it up, Sally.
This is your life for the last week in Kuwait. You get sleep in two hour intervals
every 12-16 hours, and the entire company is working together to get haji armor on as
many trucks as possible.
Running on minimal sleep does things to you. At first, you are simply fatigued.
You feel like you can no longer stand up or keep your eyes open. It’s a point when your
muscles, especially those in your legs, feel irritably sore. Not sore from anything in

particular, just from not getting rest. The pain is deep and softly throbbing. Your brain
feels like it’s on the verge of stopping completely. Sometimes you experience double
vision or feel as though you live in slow motion. Sometimes noises follow faint, echoing
patterns, and there are aromas of unexplainable origin that are found only in the distant
memories of childhood.
The company of your fellow soldiers keeps you from giving in, but then there’s a
point when your brain overcomes the fatigue, and you pull a one-eighty. This is when all
real sanity escapes you. You can never really tell when it happens. It’s like falling asleep.
Your mind and body finally accept what you’re trying to do. Your body gives up on
telling you it’s sore. Your mind gives up on telling you it’s tired. You fall into that place.
You finally, unconsciously, fall asleep.
You finally, unconsciously, wake up.
You see things like you’ve never seen them before. Your brain operates on a new
level, like that of a machine. You’re sure you could catch an arrow, mid flight, shot from
behind. You can keep track of things. Your mind can easily sort, classify, prioritize, and
accomplish any task you throw it’s way. You think quickly and on your feet. You’re
witty and charming and funny and nothing can slow you down. You can smell people’s
feelings. You can taste their thoughts. You become enlightened to the fact that reality is
so obviously unreal.
It’s one o’clock in the morning and the M916 tractor trailer to which you’re
fastening armor is lit by a giant working lamp…

…the ones you see on

construction sites back home on the other side of the world…
…and it’s powered by a generator which is low on gas

…you’ll have to fill it up soon, and

(you’re fastening a bolt and a nut)

…you remember that the 916’s bumper number is H-1307 and still
needs a box of MRE’s and a little oil for the trip,
but you’ll take care of that
tomorrow;

it’s okay on water, but it’s left brake light is cracked a little,
you wrote that up three days ago after morning
chow
where you had disgustingly runny scrambled eggs,
but the French toast was incredible,

(the bolt turns, the nut tightens)

the truck’s missing an oil dipstick which Sergeant Dodds said was okay as long as
you cover the oil check with duct tape
he knows a lot about trucks
he’s a truck driver back home
he once shot a hooker in the face with a fire extinguisher
he keeps the fire extinguisher behind the passenger seat

see, the way fire extinguishers work is they deplete
the oxygen from the air,

(the bolt tightens)

so while the truck-stop hooker gasped for air, Dodds slammed his driver
side door shut and drove away
because he’s married
has been for fifteen years
and has two kids, the youngest of whom he nicknamed

“Pickleman”

(righty-tighty, lefty-loosey)

and you notice a long, shiny hair in the dust cloud

off to your left
you quickly place that hair on the head of the only female
in your platoon
a pebble flies out from under her boot
as she walks away from the group of

welders, grinders

, and you
you connect that rock to the smoking area
and you think to yourself
“She’d be so much more attractive if she didn’t smoke” and

(the thin armor gets closer to the door)

you see the spotty oil stain on your buddy’s left

desert combat boot
you laughed hysterically yesterday when he spilled hydraulic oil
while he was filling one of

the scoop loaders

he’s sitting on the wheel well of the front tire
as he fastens another bolt

(his bolt tightens)

and he’s being funny and witty because his expanded,
sleep deprived mind
operates on a level
which you’re both addicted to like

chocolate covered crack
and he’s telling you about this time
in Sunday school
when one of the Sisters farted
she kept teaching like nothing had happened
he held the laugh in his throat for a good minute
before he burst out in tears
he was beaten across his hand with a ruler

and you laugh hysterically

because his face and impression of himself
trying to hold in a
laugh that wants to come out
is the funniest expression
you’ve ever seen

there’s a maniacal quality in your laugh that you are very proud of…

(the bolt tightens fully and the armor is on the door).

Your shift is over. You’d love some sleep and neither nor your buddy is that
hungry, but you walk a half a mile to the chow hall anyway. You quickly fill the

generator with gas first, and the two of you walk and talk and laugh and bond on a level
you never thought possible with someone you’ve known less than two months. You
bullshit through your hour-long break and continue working.



You are not ready for it. You’re a mere GI following orders, but your convoy
leaves for Iraq on December 22nd, 2004. You are a GI. That means Government Issue.
You are very replaceable. Getting a tattoo is technically (no shit) defacing government
property and grounds for a court martial, something which is never really enforced but
evocatively true nonetheless.
You’re GI Joe Schmo and you’re about to cross the border from Kuwait into Iraq.
The thought drops through your body like wet lightning down your spine. You don’t
believe you’re in Kuwait.
You’re on the other side of the world. But, no, you are on this side of the world;
America is the other side of the world. You’re home is the other side of the world now.
But, no, your home is on this side of the world.
You’re somehow in denial. You’re sure you’ll wake up to find out it’s all been a
dream, or some higher power is playing a malicious joke on you. Your home is a vast
Middle Eastern desert. Your home is Kuwait, and it’s about to be Iraq.
A shot of chilling, wet lightning drops through your spine.
Crossing the border is something you’re both deathly afraid of and highly
anticipating. You’re driving a 20-ton dump truck. This is the third time you’ve driven a

20-ton dump truck in your entire life, and you have the responsibility of chauffeuring
your platoon sergeant in the passenger seat. He’s one of the most important people in
your platoon, second only to the lieutenant. You have no idea why they gave you this job.
You are proud, but you quickly swallow your pride because it doesn’t mean half a stack
of shit over here. You shut up and drive as if you’re prepared for whatever the hell you’re
supposed to be prepared for.
Four of the kids in your platoon, two of them manning makeshift-mounted
machine guns, stand in the back of the dump’s body. They are also your responsibility
and they give you half joking/half serious criticism about your driving at every stop.
Usually, the Army would never convoy with poor, hapless souls in the back of dump
trucks, but you have a lot of people to move into Iraq and only so many vehicles.
Half the company already flew into Iraq to set up camp for the unit, but you are
the group of GI’s who gets to convoy for two days. You claim injustice, but inside you
don’t care. You didn’t come to Iraq to fly over Iraq. You came here to fucking own the
place.
When you cross the border, you’re ready for the bombs that are going off. You’re
ready for the dead bodies and gnarly blood stains. You’re ready to fight your way through
towns and villages.
You’re ready to kill. You’re ready to die.
Wet lightning.
When you cross the border, there are children, little girls and little boys. They’re
faces are dirty with desert sand and sweat. But it’s not what they look like that knocks the
wind out of your lungs; it’s what they do.

They see your convoy. You are Americans and you are occupying their country.
CNN says it’s wrong, and on some level you know it’s wrong. MSNBC said the people
of Iraq hate you, and on some level you know they hate you. You know you’ll be forced
to shoot these children when they start throwing rocks at you. That’s the Standard
Operating Procedure (SOP), and it’s very real.
It’s so real, in fact, that when it was brought up in the convoy briefing, the
“hooahs” that ensued held with them a sick desperation, like boys acting tough. It’s so
real that it makes you sick to your stomach, but you yell “hooah” at the briefing anyway.
You’re a soldier; suck it up. Fact of the matter is this: Rocks are life threatening when
you’re traveling 60 MPH.
So suck it up, GI. This is your life we’re talking about here, GI Joe Schmo.
You’re an American and you know these children and their parents don’t want
you here. You know they hate you and burn your flag and drag soldier’s bodies through
the streets. Fuck them.
If they throw rocks, you’ll give them a brain full of .556 rounds. Put your M-16
on fuckin’ burst. Three rounds in rapid succession. The military took the automatic
option out of M-16’s after all the ammo wasted in Vietnam, but they’ll never take that
three-round fuckin’ burst. Aim low. Maybe you’ll get ‘em in the guts and they’ll fuckin’
bleed out. Right there on the side of the road. Right there in front of their stupid sheep.
Toughen up, soldier. This is fuckin’ war.
You have four men standing in the back of your dump truck. One has a mounted
M-60 machine gun. Another mans a mounted SAW machine gun. The other two have
M-16’s. You helped mount plates of armor to make protective turrets; rocks are nothing

to your gunners.
Let’s see some blood, gunners. Throw rocks at you? You’re gonna let haji rocks
take you out of the game on your first convoy? You’re gonna let haji rocks keep you
from your family? Fuck no. Let’s bathe the streets in blood, comrades.
It’s not how the Iraqis look that knocks the wind out of you; it’s what they do.
The children raise their hands. It’s SOP to shoot them if they throw rocks.
Get ready; it’s coming. FOX News said so.
Their hands are empty. They look up at you with dark, round eyes and pull their
hands toward their mouths. Dozens of children line the road. Their sheep stand in
huddled masses behind them, and the children motion their empty hands to their mouths
over and over again. They are begging for food.
Wet lightning.
Your eyes swell with tears, and you hold them back.
Toughen up, soldier. This is fuckin’ war.
This is your platoon sergeant’s first time in Iraq also, and all he says is, “Jesus.
See that?” In his voice, you hear tears wanting to come out.
This is the very moment of your great epiphany. This is when you realize it all.
Why the drill sergeants told you that you were stupid to be a hero. Why your idiotic
classmates never understood the world around them. Why you never understood the
world around you. Why your parents called you ungrateful.
Through a veneer of unexpected tears, you see children standing on the side of the
road. Their faces are worn. Their bodies are scrawny. Their clothes are rags. Their shoes
are dirty feet; thick-skinned feet that do not know designer shoes; dirty, farmland feet that

have grown up walking on rocks. The children look no more than seven or eight, yet their
eyes have wisdom you never would’ve understood at seven or eight, wisdom you’re
barely beginning to grasp now. They are tired and sweating from working in the fields all
day. They don’t work to make money. They don’t have a part time job after school
busing tables so they can buy their first car or new clothes or a TV/DVD player combo
for their bedrooms. They work to live. They farm crops and livestock so their family can
eat.
They have nothing, and want nothing but a little food in their stomachs.
Conscious of the fact that the military sees them as more of a threat than their children,
the parents stand farther away from the road. They do not beg. A lot wave and hold their
thumbs up, but they never beg. In the Middle Eastern culture, giving is more valued than
receiving. On their faces, you see them watching your convoy intently. They’re not
watching so as to time a triggering device; they’re curious as to whether or not you throw
food. They are hungry too.
Yet somehow, unbelievable to you, these people actually seem happy. They see
your convoy and put their pitchforks and shovels down; they halt their flock of sheep and
run to the edge of the road. Their thumbs are up. They are not burning flags in large,
chaotic riots like you expected them to be, like the evening news told you they’d be.

III. THE EIGHT HOUR DELAY

“We can do this one of two ways,” 2LT Zeltwanger says to his driver, SPC
Greene.
“Okay, sir,” says Greene.
“There’s the right way, and there’s the fast way.”
The lieutenant and his driver, a specialist like myself, sit in a cheaply armored
humvee. Its motor snores in neutral, staring at a large field of dirt, waiting for its driver to
make a decision. This large field of dirt is to become our first mission. Of course, the
convoy from Kuwait into Iraq was our first mission. And there was another convoy back
down to pick up more equipment. I mean, hell, if you want to get technical, stepping onto
the plane that brought us to Fort Bragg was our first mission.
Taking the soldier’s oath. That was our first mission.
But for the purposes of defining a “mission” as an in-country operation that serves
the greater good of the war, this dirt field is to become our first mission. The one that will
lay the foundation for all the rest. And there will be more. Many more.
The right way, and the fast way.
For many reasons, mostly ineptitude, the battalion staff decided that when they
handed this mission down the chain of command, they weren’t going to cover their half
of the planning process. They neglected to check up on a little thing called “clearing”.
Clearing is when a room, a service route, or a field of dirt, for example, is swept
thoroughly for mines, forgotten artillery, the presence of evil-doers. It’s a very crucial
and a potentially lifesaving step. This doesn’t mean the battalion staff should have gone

out and conducted the sweep (God, help us if they did). But they should have called up
the infantry, the cavalry, the military police even. They should have checked intelligence
reports, asked somebody. Something.
They did nothing.
It’s 2005 and Iraq is a combat zone. In the middle of this combat zone, in an open
dirt field, an entire platoon will be working, sleeping, eating, and digging shit holes for
the next two weeks. The battalion gives our lieutenant, LT, this mission. They send him
out. When he asks them if the field is cleared, they cock their heads like lost puppies.
They have no idea what he’s talking about.
Our first mission. The mission that will lay the foundation for all the rest. Off to a
good start, battalion! Enjoy your cozy desks at camp, you fucking pricks. Never mind
with making sure the ground on which your troops sleep is clear of explosives.
I don’t expect anyone reading this to know what exactly goes into military
operations planning. I don’t. But anyone who carries anything but clay between his ears
can see what a careless and downright dangerous move this was by our higher ups. The
Battalion All Monkey Circus Show.
I picture LT storming into the battalion Tactical Operations Center (TOC). He’s
polluted and scorching. Fuming veins and bulging eyes. He’s absolutely livid because
one of our men died from a carelessly overlooked bomb left at our site. Easily
preventable.
I picture what LT’s picturing. The boy, 19 years young, wet behind the ears and
running a scoop loader. He joined the army as an engineer because he didn’t want to be
a professional soldier. He wanted to serve, but he also wanted to learn a useful trade.

And he digs up an old artillery shell with the loader’s bucket and blows himself to pieces.
He drives onto the site with a dump truck and trips a landmine, severs his carotid
artery.
He sits down to eat an MRE (Meal, Ready to Eat) and triggers a bouncing betty.
It takes his head clear off his shoulders, his mouth still full of vacuum-packed chicken
tetrazzini, his last meal.
He’s walking back from a late perimeter shift, finally getting some sleep, and trips
a wire connected to a mortar round on a palm tree, rigged to cut him in half with
shrapnel. And it does.
It kills him.
Choose a scenario. They’re all the same. All of them, a result of battalion staff
who don’t think enough to have the field cleared, to check if it had been cleared recently,
to have the thought even cross their halfhearted, self-important minds.
I picture LT throwing open the wooden door of the battalion TOC, off its hinges. I
picture the kid’s blood on his uniform, his body armor, his boots. Blood dripping from the
ammo pouches and the flip blade he carries on his chest. The blood, still warm, covering
LT’s face, testing his integrity, melting his character. There’s a worn out spot on his body
armor where a tourniquet used to be. Now the tourniquet is closing off some brachial
artery somewhere that no longer serves a purpose. I picture LT’s throbbing forehead. His
glowing eyes. Molten anger. He’s throwing standard operating procedures and
intelligence reports and a combat engineer handbook in the face of the monkeys running
this piss-poor excuse for a battalion.
I picture the head honcho, the man in control, stepping out of his lair, inviting the

lieutenant in. His eyes reek with confusion. I just cleaned, lieutenant. You’re getting
blood all over my office, those eyes say.
Then, LT spitting on his desk. The spit is red with the blood of one of his soldiers.
One of his brothers. A boy, 19 years young.
The head honcho in his pressed desert camouflage uniform. His sparkling clean
9mm stuck in a holster on his thigh. Stuck there, clean and dust free, like a museum
artifact. The man in charge, he cocks his head to the right. He cocks his head and furls
his eyebrows, like the trained monkey that he is. He smiles and says it’s going to be fine.
That KIA will look great on his credentials. Look, he was there. he was in danger. Look,
see all the dangerous missions I ran.
Don’t worry, lieutenant, he’ll say. We’ll hold a nice little ceremony. Twenty-one
gun salute and The Last Call. We can even play “Taps” if you’d like.
Then, the picture getting crazy.
LT putting his head down, still glaring molten anger at the man in control, the
head honcho. LT wiping blood out of his eye. LT smiling because that’s the only twisted
formation his face can make right now. Think evil clowns.
Then, in one fluid motion, LT pulling the flip blade from his chest and slitting
battalion’s throat. Every one of them. They run and scream, helpless little zoo monkeys.
LT’s cries the wildest and most desperate of them all. I picture their cozy office chairs
smeared with blood. Their “Operation Iraqi Freedom” coffee mugs filled with it. Arterial
blood spray like an evil clown sprinkler system.
And LT smiling.
There will be an investigation, and LT will be arrested, sent into a military brig

for too many years to count.
It was worth it, he’ll say.

***

There’s an eight hour delay between Iraq and the United States. Millions of
content American families will be sitting down for dinner eight hours from now. They’ll
be tired from work. Their bosses are real assholes, you know. They’ll be hungry for
dinner and for the evening news. They’ll be ready for the daily body count, the daily
Bush-bashing. They’ll be in for a special treat tonight. LT’s enlistment picture (proud and
selfless) will be parading across their screens. Then the story. A juicy story a thousand
miles away. And that’s all it will be to them: a story, entertainment, the only thing they’ll
ever learn about 2nd Lieutenant Andrew Zeltwanger.
“An army reserve lieutenant kills forty-one people,” the pretty news anchor will
say.
Flip the station.
“Tonight: violence in Iraq,” a male voice-over will announce. He’ll pronounce
Iraq like EE-rock because he’s a asshole. “But far from the battlefield. On the safety of a
military post…” This will perk their ears, those content American families. “…How it
happened and why. Also, are eggs really good for you? We have new research that may
save your life.”
So valiant, those television producers. Ratings that save your life.
“Tune in tonight at eleven.”

Flip the station.
“An army reserve lieutenant kills his entire chain of command with one Desert
Eagle flip knife,” one reporter will say. The cute reporter that usually covers stories about
baby pandas being born at the zoo. Kitties rescued from trees.
Flip the station.
“But who’s really at fault here? Lieutenant Zeltwanger? His superior officers?” A
female voice-over will analyze like she was there. “Or is President Bush the one to
blame?”
Cue the dramatic violin quartet. A picture of George W. Bush, caught in mid
sentence so his expression is twisted and goofy. Devil horns growing out of his
monkey-like face. And fangs.
“Details: tonight at eleven.”
And everyone will push a button. They’ll find that bottomless pit of cultural waste
called the entertainment industry. The television producers will tell them they have to be
in a constant state of happiness. This fear of unhappiness, they’ll sell their hairspray with
it. They’ll sell their weight loss pills. Their new cell phone plan. Even the people on the
herpes commercials are smiling.
The herpes-infested twenty-somethings pop a pill and forget about the VD that
controls their life. They’re so alone and so afraid. But they’re smiling ear to ear, dancing
in daisy-filled meadows, swinging on a tire swing under an old oak tree.
You won’t see the resemblance of their dicks to that old oak tree. Ball sacks
covered with awful blemishes, rotten bark. The herpes pill people won’t show you, the
American families, the putrid vagina covered in sores. They won’t show the

twenty-somethings scratching at their crotches in a dark movie theatre where no one can
see them. They won’t show the way the infested teenagers sneak into the bathroom on a
first date and just itch, itch, itch for five or ten minutes. And the puss-oozing sores that
ensue. They won’t see the sores bouncing and scraping as the contaminated are forced to
masturbate. Jerking off in their dorm room because any potential partner that discovers
their well hidden secret drops everything and runs screaming. They won’t see the way
these kids got the VD: the slimy loser that got them a little too drunk.
Nope. They’ll just see them riding a bike with that special someone who “accepts
them for who they are.” That infinite happiness. They’ll just see them laughing and
enjoying life, because that’s how great this medicine is. If you buy this pill, not even
herpes can bring you down.
Nothing can bring you down if you buy this hairspray.
No one will love you if you don’t buy this weight loss pill.
Or this new cell phone.
The Media All Monkey Circus Show.
Here’s what they want us to see, who they want us to worship: the twenty-three
year old hotel heiress prancing and giggling, wasting her money faster than she wastes
her purpose. A six month marriage ending. Movie stars that said “I do” for attention.
Career-boosting matrimony. Girls carrying dogs that fit in purses. Living creatures being
used as fashion statements. And distinguished, actually respected news channels like
CNN, MSNBC taking hours to cover these people. “Why are we so interested”, they ask.
For hours, these distinguished news channels talk about why we can’t stop talking about
these people.

Then at eleven, just for the details…
Flip the station.
…somewhere, a television producer counting money, whistling.

***

Eight hours away, LT and Greene sit in a cheaply armored humvee. They wonder
what the hell they’re supposed to do now. They have to clear this field. Either the right
way or the fast way.
The right way: Hands and knees. A minesweeper maybe. One cubic meter at a
time. Double check.
The fast way: Without hesitation, zigzag through the site. Turn around. Pray.
Zigzag back the other way.
Greene smiles at LT.
“Better go fast,” says LT. And Greene stomps the pedal to the floor.
They make their first set of connected “Z’s”. They both realize how slow
humvees actually travel when their gas is punched from a dead stop. And zigzagging. If
something explodes, they’re both so toasted. They’ve grown to love the rush.
And they zigzag back, turning their “Z’s” into hourglasses, tied shoelaces. The
field is cleared as best as it can be, and the rest of the platoon pulls in. 20-ton dump
trucks and M916 tractor trailers carrying scoop loaders and bulldozers. All of it army
green.
It’s January, and, no, the desert isn’t always scorching hot. The air is chilled, and

the wind doesn’t stop. Our hands are chapped and frayed from it. It’s 70 degrees during
the day and 30 at night. This forty degree difference between day and night, it’s another
planet. It’s January, and, no, the desert is not always bone dry. It rains all the time. The
rain, its own perpetual servant, the curator of the ridiculous mud it forms.
Picture chunky peanut butter. Picture walking in it. A twelve inch blanket of it
laying on the ground like a practical joke. Picture it building up under your feet as you
walk. Every step getting heavier. Your boots become workout shoes. The way it cakes up
around the sides of your boots, you have to stop and wipe it off with your chapped hands.
The way it doesn’t shake off like normal mud, you’re bending down, manually scraping it
every seven or eight steps. Picture boots, gear, and vehicles buried in this stuff. Now you
see what we are up against.
We unload the vehicles. An M-16 for each one of us. Some of us, we have Squad
Automatic Weapons. We call them SAW’s. And each of us shouldering a rucksack.
These portable homes, efficiently packed without an inch of wasted space, contain
everything we’ll need for Lord knows how long. A day? A month? Pack everything. Pack
like you’re not coming back.
In our rucksacks there’s at least eight pairs of green socks and eight carbon copy
brown t-shirts. There’s the wet weather gear, the poncho, and the roll of 550 cord. Utility
equipment to make everything from dry shelter to cover from the enemy to shade in the
sun. And, of course, there’s the two essentials: baby wipes and deodorant, field showers.
And there’s the other necessities like beef jerky, trail mix, and hand sanitizer. A deck of
cards, a good book, and a flashlight with a red lens cap. Red is the color that travels the
least amount of distance before the human eye can no longer see it.

Hanging off our rucksacks, there’s the sleeping bag that smells like camping: old
vinyl and cooked pine. And this smell gets all over everything. There’s the entrenching
tool (E-tool) hanging off the rucksack. Small, black, and collapsible, made to dig holes.
We’ll be using them for extra-portable, portable toilets. Field expedient.
Everyone unloads, fit with body armor and watchful eyes. Palm trees, orchards,
and plenty of peanut butter dirt decorate the scenery. It’s nine o’clock in the morning and
still chilly. Our words are visible to one another as we chat and drink coffee. Some of us
wear polypropylene undershirts. Some of us have gloves on, or maybe a fleece cap on
underneath our Kevlar helmets.
We execute LT’s plan. We unroll concertina wire and fix it to the ground. We
establish fighting positions, look out points, all along the perimeter. We post guards,
relieve them, and watch our sectors. All the vehicles sit in the center of our newly
established camp. All our gear scattered around them. The army look.
When everything is set up, everyone stands huddled in a circle. We’re anxious,
excited, and curious about our first mission.
LT gives the briefing.
The military bridge that runs across the Tigris River, only half a mile from this
point has an entrance that isn’t wide enough. The army’s HEMMT trucks are too big to
negotiate the last turn onto the bridge. They keep taking out the concrete barriers that
border the road there. Civilian vehicles have been hit because there is a civilian bridge
that runs parallel to ours. It’s a bad situation: slow moving and full of distractions. We’ve
been across the bridge on other first missions, and we all agree that the near hairpin turn
to get onto it is much too limiting.

There’s a second part to this mission, though, says LT, just came in this morning
as we arrived. The local Iraqi police chief came in with a civil affairs representative, his
translator. He controls this part of town and wanted to know what we were doing. LT
explained the bridge mission, and the police chief nodded his head.
“While you’re at it,” his translator says. Iraqi police chief to LT. “Would you
mind bringing some good, cultivated dirt to the family that lives next to the bridge?”
They’re a local family. Mother, father, kids. Sustenance farmers who also grow
goods for the town. Their farmland saw a bad year due to erosion, and new, freshly
turned soil would be a great help for them and the local economy.
And LT smiles.
“Not a problem,” he says.
The men shake hands.
And there’s no cameraman. There’s no news reporter filming this silent
recognition of the other. No friendly article in the Times about the lieutenant and the Iraqi
police chief who created a win-win situation.
There’s a third part to this saga, says the police chief.
Lay it on me, says LT.
Radical extremists come in the cover of night and kill locals in their homes. The
town is too pro-American for these extremists, so civilians suffer the consequences. The
extremists’ truck comes in on random nights down a side road. The police chief shows
LT where this side road is. Conveniently enough, it runs right through our newly
established camp.
And LT smiles.

“We’ll take care of that right now,” he says, turning to Sergeant First Class
Renninger. “Won’t we?”
“Yes, sir.”
Renninger jumps on the bulldozer that’s parked near them. In all of five minutes,
he’s built a dirt berm the size of a tank. A wall right across the side road, sitting next to
our M60 machine gun fighting position. No radicals will be using this road to kill
civilians anytime soon.
And later that night, sure enough, a truck fitting the description given by the
police chief barrels down the side road in between palm trees and bouncing along the
patches of rough dirt and chunky peanut butter.
O’Brien is on the M-60, his trigger finger ready for anything. LT is crouching
next to him. Watch this, he says.
The truck’s brakes lock up. Tight. They skid to a stop only feet from the berm.
It’s eight o’clock, and the sun is almost down. But there’s still enough light for the
radicals to see O’Brien’s silhouette on the hill, LT’s silhouette crouching next to him.
The mechanical silhouette of a machine gun sitting between the two. Both LT and
O’Brien are praying the men in the truck discharge even a single shot.
Just give us a reason to light you up, you cowardly fucks.
But they don’t. The truck rolls in reverse, and we never see the radicals who kill
families while they’re sleeping again. And neither LT nor O’Brien is interviewed by The
Washington Post. No correspondent for CNN ever comes out to shoot a feed “live via
satellite” back to the newsroom in New York.
But the next day. The villagers, the one’s we’re really fighting for, they rejoice.

They know what we did. The whole town celebrates because no one was murdered last
night. This is their world, this other planet.
For the next two weeks, we move over 15,000 cubic yards of dirt to the bridge
and to the local family. We live out of our rucksacks. Baby wipe and deodorant showers.
Digging holes to shit in. MRE’s twice a day. Security perimeter shifts at all times of the
night.
We widen the road for the military. We cultivate dirt for the local economy. Same
mission. Two different goals. Both of them equally our duty.

***

There’s an eight hour delay between Iraq and the United States. Millions of
content American families will be sitting down for dinner, eight hours from now. They’ll
be tired from work. Their boss doesn’t give them the recognition they deserve, you know.
They’ll be hungry for dinner and for the evening news. They’ll be ready for the daily
body count, the daily Bush-bashing. And that’s all it will be to them: a story,
entertainment, the only thing they’ll ever learn about the Iraq war.
They won’t see this piece of war footage:
“On a mission to restore farmland for one Iraqi family…” a voice-over won’t
introduce…
SPC Jeremiah Ingold on his first mission, standing next to a humvee. Dressed in
desert camo, body armor, and a helmet, waiting for his turn on the dump truck. To his
right, there’s palm trees overlooking an embankment that runs down to the Tigris River.

Dump trucks dumping dirt behind him. Ingold watching it all, watching for potential
hazards. He’s holding his M-16 at the low-ready. A cigarette in his left hand.
And there won’t be a changeover between cameras, CNN in the bottom left-hand
corner…
To see a young Iraqi boy, no more than eight, walking down a lonely desert road
toward Ingold. This boy with no shoes, his dirt-red shirt with holes in the collar and under
the armpits. This boy carrying a clear, plastic bottle of water he’d taken from the river.
Speckled brown and opaque, like you’d picture water from a mud puddle. And this boy,
he’s smiling. He’s waving to Ingold.
His innocence won’t make the evening news eight hours from now…
Ingold waves back. Then he approaches the boy. Ingold says, “I hope you’re
washing your feet with that.”
The boy doesn’t understand.
So Ingold asks, “Are you drinking that water?” With hand motions to his mouth,
trying to jump the language barrier.
The little boy nods his head.
“Oh hell, no,” Ingold says to this eight-year-old without shoes.
There will be no dramatic swing of the camera, repositioning to see Ingold reach
into a cardboard box in the nearby humvee.
Content American families everywhere won’t see the beaming gratitude on this
eight-year-old’s face when Ingold shows him what drinking water is supposed to look
like: clear and sparkling. There won’t be a voice over with some cutesy, little pun about a
clear future for Iraq. No one will hold the president accountable for Ingold’s actions.

Well, that’s just absurd now isn’t it? It doesn’t matter either way, because bombs
still go off and people still die for no good reason. Good deeds mean nothing when
they’re cast in the shadows of bad deeds.
Content American families everywhere will never sit down on their sofas and in
their recliners and feel a lick of guilt as they watch this boy and this soldier in their one
true moment of glory. These families won’t realize how lucky they are. How gloriously
lucky. Because, unlike this little boy who won’t be on their televisions, they’ve never had
tears in their eyes over a bottle of water.
They’ll never see…
The way our efforts are shunned. At first, it’s hardly a big deal to us. In a way, it
makes us proud. It’s humbling. It’s truly selfless when you’re never noticed. But all in
due time, we tell ourselves. The American public will know. All in due time.
This is what we say. This is what we actually believe. The truth always comes out
in the end. But somehow, against ever heroic novel or movie we’ve ever known, the truth
isn’t coming out.
So the next stage is nobility. Hanging on for the sake of sharing our story.
Because we realize that the truth can only come through us. So we tell people. We yell it
right in their ears. But these letters and emails, they never break out farther than our
family members. For, the bad news is what people want to hear. Oh, sure, it’s still the
truth. The half of the truth that sells newspapers.
And this truth is what buries us into the last stage: frustration. We become
consumed with anger. No acceptance, no sympathy. Just pure, boiling anger. The way
people don’t understand. Fermenting rage. The way they can’t understand.

People watching political debates for arguments and backstabbing alliances.
Treachery and heartless betrayal in the name of personal wealth. Now that’s good, old
fashioned entertainment. Career-boosting matrimony and girls that carry dogs in their
purses.
And we realize there’s nothing we can do. No words or emails or made-for-TV
movies we can produce to show our side. No Iraq War memoir that can explain what it
feels like to watch our efforts kicked out of the way for the juicy car bomb footage. The
good things we do and did, and the way our country tries to take that away from us.
It’s lonely.
It’s the sheer loneliness of manning a .50 cal at two o’clock in the morning,
perimeter watch, gazing at the sky. In the center of a Middle Eastern desert, no moon out,
our platoon running in blackout, and the night sky. It’s incredible. The milky way, no
longer just milky, but a streak of white paint. It’s opaque and filled with brilliance that
can’t be seen through the polluted mess we call air in the United States. That eight hour
delay somehow filtering even this kind of glory.
And then I slip on the night vision goggles. You have no idea how many stars
there are. I once heard for every grain of sand on the earth, there is a star in the sky. I
never believed it until I saw the sky in night vision. And, Lord, the amount of shooting
stars there are! At least three per minute. All night long.
But the worst part of it all: there’s so much of this beauty and no one with which
to share it. I am alone.
No one really wants to hear this story. And no one who hears this story will truly
hear it. For, the beautiful parts of war are surrounded by the gruesome. And that eight

hour delay somehow filtering everything that happens except the latter.
So what’s the point?

IV. THE TOWN THAT ACHMED BUILT

Loud. Decrepit. Nauseating. Decayed. A few of the words which describe this
place. A place I know I will never forget. It overflows with destruction, oozes the rotten
stench of death, and physically leaks an unprecedented form of hate. It is a place which
most people dare not go or support despite the number of magnetic, yellow ribbons
they’ve tacked to their car. This is the heavily populated town by the name of Samarra,
Iraq.
This is the town that Achmed Built.
We are not soldiers to our commander, our captain; we are bodies. “I need four
bodies to send on the convoy tomorrow,” he’d say. “Give me two bodies to help carry
these supplies for the motor sergeant.”
“Pack your gear,” he yelled at the mission briefing a week ago. “Clean your
weapons, and send a letter home to your family.”
He rests assured every night that he’ll send a letter home the following day. We
write every letter as if it’s our last. In his letters, he complains to his family about being
gone for a whole year. We dare not assume we’ll be so lucky. In my letters I tell my
family I love them. Little else matters.
“When you contact your loved ones,” he told us. “Do not disclose information
which may be threatening to the mission. I say again…” He repeated himself two more
times.
He assumes we’re as careless as he is. He knows that if the wrong person
overhears us and our mission is foiled, he’ll have to do the mess of bureaucratic planning

again. We know that if the wrong person overhears us and our mission is foiled, it could
mean our lives.
But he doesn’t trust us. And we don’t trust him.
He told us we’d be leaving on a new mission. A dangerous mission. An exciting
mission. One which would look great on his credentials. One which would require almost
all of our platoon. Almost all of our bodies.
We don’t care. We live for this. We are carved out of stone, ready to handle
anything. Our platoon leader knows how to motivate us, how to mold us. The lieutenant
does the job the captain cannot. He bands us like cement binds rock.
We have to be like that. It’s survival.
We entered the city today as we’ve done a thousand times before. Iraqi Army
soldiers patrol the streets like police during the sixties’ civil rights protests. Everyday the
soldiers are scattered about the city at various checkpoints, but today they are
everywhere. They wave to us and continue to patrol as if the city, depends on it. It does.
It’s Thursday. The insurgents with a jihad on their agendas want to kill infidels
today and brag to God tomorrow. Tomorrow is Friday, the Muslim holy day. An infidel,
by the way, is not Christian. An infidel is not Jewish or Buddhist or Hindu. An infidel is
not an American or a Brit or an Australian. An infidel, by pure definition, is anyone who
doesn’t support the murder of infidels. How conveniently autonomous.
Infidels can be, and often are, Muslim, the same Muslims who sit at the local
mosque and pray for peace. This town is full of them.
These are the people that lay in town that Achmed built.
An orange bubble rises from the ground. It is a hundred yards away and growing

bigger, higher, brighter. The sound catches up. A popping roar like a thousand
synchronized fireworks. I should be wearing my earplugs, but they are overrated. I feel
the percussion blast in my head, in my chest, in my legs. A bone shattering ripple
confuses my organs as they are violently shaken.
The bottom of the orange bubble caves in on itself as the explosion turns into a
black mushroom cloud. I can see body parts flying through the air. Even from an excess
of a hundred yards, dismembered people are highly distinguishable.
Dismembered people.
I know where that bomb exploded. It’s smack in the middle of our route out of the
city. We’ve been through there many times. We were on our way there. It’s a populated
area among markets and homes. I have a sickening hunch that those body parts belong to
women and children. Infidels.
This is the bomb that killed the people, that lay in the town that Achmed built.
We are stuck. We are stuck in the middle of this armpit of a city. The metallic
smell of gunpowder and the dusty smell of broken concrete fill my nose. We are stuck,
and people are dying. People are dead.
I want to scream. I want to cry. I want to run. But we are men and we’re in it for
the long haul.
We weren’t always men. We arrived as boys. Fifty boys from all over the country.
Texas, Hawaii, Colorado, Ohio, Utah, Massachusetts, and the list goes on. I’m the only
one from New York. I met them in Fort Bragg, North Carolina. We made awkward
conversation like strangers do. We lived together, trained together, ate together, thought,
walked, and talked together. The lieutenant, who does a better job than the captain, could

have stayed in the spacious, quiet barracks with the other officers at Ft. Bragg. But he
chose to live with us. We are his soldiers.
Fifty boys, and one girl, grow up in the year following our stay at Fort Bragg.
None of us know when it happens, nor how it happens. We don’t care. We no longer
make awkward, stranger conversation. We talk intimately for hours about things I
wouldn’t talk about with my closest of friends back home. We talk like people who have
known each other our entire lives.
In this year, we will meet death. We will meet evil. It won’t always be direct, but
it will be there. Like burning frost embedded in the spine, death will be there, reminding
us who’s in control. Like a black shroud only perceived by the soul, he will be there. He
will breathe down our necks, and, ultimately, we will laugh in his face.
I am not laughing in death’s face right now. Instead, I am watching death rain
pieces of children from the sky. They will not wake up tomorrow. They will not say good
bye to their parents. They’ve gone from a thinking, conscious being with choices and
demands and choices and life to hunks of meat. Infidel hamburger.
I sit in this sorry excuse for a dump truck as the machine gun fire starts.
These are the guns that accompany the bomb, that killed the people, that lay in
the town that Achmed built.
Less than a week ago, we received our mission. We are engineers and we go to a
small infantry base in the middle of downtown Samarra. The base is among a square
block of rubble and buildings surround the rubble on all sides. Fifty yards lies between
the base and the nearest street. The infantry tanks have to use this route when they go on
missions. Problem is, they tell us, insurgents come in the cover of night and bury mines

outside their main gate. So far, they’ve lost three tanks to this.
“We’ll take care of it,” we told them. “We’ll bring gravel in dump trucks and
dump it outside your base. Shovels can’t dig through rocks.
“It will take a lot of gravel,” we told them. “But we’ll take care of it.”
As far as the military is concerned, our mission is ever-changing. We do what
needs to be done on any given day. Prison space development at Abu Ghraib, bridge
restoration over the Tigris, logistics runs to other camps, concrete pours into holes made
by roadside bombs, and the list goes on. Missions last from a couple days to a couple
months.
They can give me anything they want to. I’m an engineer. I can adapt, I can thrive
in any situation. That is how I am trained.
However, I didn’t enlist because I love the military. I didn’t enlist because I love
running scoop loaders or dump trucks. I didn’t enlist for the college money or an
enlistment bonus. I was in high school during September 11th, 2001. It is my generation’s
turn. It is my turn.
My mission is my country.
I am not a warrior like the stereotypical image of the American soldier. I am not a
hero. I am a boy with too many opportunities. I am not playing a lead role in a feature
film about Rangers and Black Hawk helicopters. I am not handsome or charming. I am
dirty and bitter. I do not ruck around the desert kicking in doors. I am an engineer. And
my mission is to get home, do what I have to do, and leave.
I am a boy.
I am a simple GI doing my part. A veritable Joe Schmo of the masses.

I am GI Joe Schmo.
Now my convoy is stuck halfway in the city and halfway in the base. We’ve been
running gravel from a gravel pit for a week now. One way, the ride is two hours. We
make two runs per day. Sometimes, things hold us up, and we only make one run. Today
the insurgents hold us up.
These are the insurgents that fire the guns, that accompanied the bomb, that killed
the people, that lay in the town that Achmed built.
We had a long day yesterday, too. We’re running on two hours of sleep and we
haven’t eaten anything expect MRE’s. We are tired and hungry, but it doesn’t matter. We
care not about our rumbling stomachs or heavy eyelids. Adrenaline flows like rapids.
People are screaming and dying and burning and dying.
This is the death that drives the insurgents, that fired the guns, that accompanied
the bomb, that killed the people, that lay in the town that Achmed built.
I watch my sector. My training has worked. I am not making panicked decisions. I
know to watch my “sector of fire”. Rubble from previous battles is laid out before me.
Unidentifiable pieces of broken concrete and messy rebar blend together on the ground. I
pay no attention to the people dying to my left. That is not where I look. I watch my
sector: a ninety-degree angle fanning outward across the broken, spiritless city. If
everyone watches his or her sector, we’ll create a 360-degree perimeter of overlapping
fire.
Impenetrable.
I sit right in front of the house we took fire from the other day. We could not get
to him. He was a coward taking cheap shots. The tanks rolled out and blew his house to

pieces. I could not tell if they killed him, but we haven’t taken fire from that house since.
I watch that house like a hawk.
We’ve taken fire before and the infantry tanks have helped us out. Today our
convoy is hanging out of their small base. We block their route. We are blocking our own
route to get back in. Whatever wreckage caused by the bomb is probably blocking our
path ahead. We dare not take our chances on the narrow road.
This is the road that harbors the death, that drove the insurgents, that fired the
guns, that accompanied the bomb, that killed the people, that lay in the town that Achmed
built.
I am stuck outside the wire in the passenger seat of a 20-ton dump truck, and my
weapon, an M-16, hangs out of my window. Its selector switch is no longer on safe. I’ve
switched it to semi. I switch it once more to burst.
Three-round burst. Three rounds in rapid succession. My lieutenant made sure we
loaded our magazines so that every third bullet is a tracer. Think of those yellow streaks
you see in Vietnam movies. If things are moving too fast to use the sights, we aim off the
tracers.
Aim low.
With a three-round burst, your rifle will unavoidably kick upward along the front
of the target. Aim low and you’re bound to hit him once. If you’re lucky, you’ll land two.
Only a ranger could sink all three and sometimes not even them.
We wait for direction. I watch my sector.
We sit on top of a foot and a half of gravel we’ve poured over the last week, and
we are under our own firepower: Humvees mounted with 50 caliber machine guns and

M-60 machine guns and ammo box after ammo box and AT-4 rocket launchers hang off
their turrets, and, on our person, we have fragment grenades and smoke grenades and
M-16 semi-automatic rifles and M-203 grenade launchers and Squad Automatic Weapons
nicknamed SAW’s for short. The lieutenant takes no chances when it comes to fire
power. Not here. Not in the town that Achmed built.
I wait. Nothing in my sector.
A stray bullet whizzes by from somewhere. A high pitched whistle. It’s missed
any target it was intended for. I duck into my body armor like I could actually dodge a
screaming bullet. It’s a reflexive maneuver meant to keep me alive. It’s a reflexive
maneuver because I know our trucks are not armored. It’s not in the Army’s budget this
year. We put half-ass armor on the doors ourselves while we were still in Kuwait. It’s
better than nothing, I suppose, but not really. Just more shrapnel.
Another bullet whistles by. I duck.
A metallic slap. Another bullet bounces off the dump ahead of me.
These are the bullets that fly from the road, that harbored the death, that drove
the insurgents, that fired the guns, that accompanied the bomb, that killed the people, that
lay in the town that Achmed built.
Finally, some direction. The fighting has hit a crucial point: the eye of the storm.
The lieutenant has a chance to initiate a plan. Over the radio, he tells the gun trucks to
exit the convoy.
“Create a perimeter,” he commands, “And give the dumps room to turn around.
Over.”
Three or four gun trucks pull out. One parks directly in front of me. I raise my

rifle so as not to shoot the M60 gunner who’s taken over my sector. The dump ahead of
us moves, and my driver pulls a tentative foot off the brake.
The rapid gunfire continues.
“Stay behind the gunners,” the lieutenant reminds the dump trucks.
The turreted humvees sit on broken rubble from previous battles. They can drive
over anything. They sit fixed like a militant version of Stonehenge. We depend on them
for protection. They depend on us to accomplish the mission. We are banded like cement
binds rock.
In the humvees, the driver waits with watchful eyes behind the steering wheel.
The radio man sits in the passenger seat and relays radio messages to the rest of his crew.
His hand is two inches away from the gunner’s foot. He is ready at the drop of a hat to
rattle the gunner’s leg and mark targets with a time. 12 o’clock is straight ahead. 6
o’clock is right behind. 3 to the right, and 9 to the left.
An ammo guy sits behind the driver with an eager hand resting on box upon box
of ammunition. He’s got one open. His palms are sweaty and he absent-mindedly thumbs
the next round that has to be handed up to the gunner. Hot, expended rounds are dropping
through the hole in the roof where the gunner stands. They are smoking and bouncing and
clinking. The ammo man is there, ready, watching the gunner, and trying his damnedest
to count the rounds being expended.
The gunner, the backbone, stands like a rigid version of himself. His Kevlar
helmet rattles with the violent ricochet of the 50 cal. His dark, gunner goggles bounce
beneath them. His armor is strategically loaded with fragment grenades and smoke
grenades and ammo pouches and a bayonet and a medical pouch and a pair of utility

pliers. Each piece is stuck to him like paint to a hard canvas. It’s 113 degrees out, but the
gunner wears gloves. The black nature of the weapon absorbs the desert heat. If he didn’t
wear gloves, he’d get blisters from the heat of the trigger.
They are a team. They are banded like cement binds rock.
We move inside the gate, and the gun trucks stay behind. A half a dozen tanks are
waiting for the congestion to thin out. The last dump finds its way, and the tanks roll out,
throwing dust in circular clouds behind them. They split and crusade down the city
streets.
These are the tanks that avenge the bullets, that flew from the road, that harbored
the death, that drove the insurgents, that fired the guns, that accompanied the bomb, that
killed the people, that lay in the town that Achmed built.
The gun trucks have done their job well and they return to the safety of the base.
We hear explosions for another hour as the tanks avenge the ambush on their engineer
friends.
Military Intelligence would later inform the lieutenant that the ambush didn’t go
quite as planned. The untrained insurgent who set the explosion off did so prematurely.
He killed himself. His untrained insurgent friends were lined all up and down the street
ready for holy victory. The trigger man was supposed to throw the switch on our first
vehicle, thus trapping our cumbersome dump trucks on the narrow road. Instead, he
spoiled the plan with a sweaty trigger finger, thus taking four Iraqi Army soldiers and
seven civilians with him. No Americans. All infidels.
I hate to think of the consequences if the plan were carried out with success. We
would have been stuck in the middle of downtown Samarra with crappy do-it-yourself

armor. Insurgents would be feet from our vehicles sinking round after round into our
weak-natured doors. Gun trucks would be utilized, but they would have no leverage. Not
compared with men on their feet. The gunner can’t aim straight down in front of him. The
ambush would have taken many more infidels than it did.
This is the ambush that deploys the tanks, that avenged the bullets, that flew from
the road, that harbored the death, that drove the insurgents, that fired the guns, that
accompanied the bomb, that killed the people, that lay in the town that Achmed built.
My driver and I, our adrenaline rushes calming down, listen intently as the fifteen
vehicles in the convoy call in their ACE reports to the lieutenant. An ACE report (Ammo,
Casualties, Equipment) is a quick and easy way to estimate the standing of an entire
element. Green means full or good; yellow means some or slight; red means none or
very, very bad. An ideal ACE report is a call sign plus green, green, green.
“Hunter Six, this is Hunter One. Yellow, green, green. Over.”
“Roger. Out,” the lieutenant responds calmly. If

he’s calm, we’re calm.

“Hunter Two. Green, green, green. Over.”
“Roger, Two. Out.”
There’s slight apprehension while we wait for the reports to come in. Of course,
we understand that if anyone took a casualty, we’d probably know about it by now. Still,
we hardly breathe; only listen.
They are done, and not the slightest casualty is reported. No casualties. How did
that happen? It doesn’t matter. We are alive.
We are soldiers and we are alive.
We are the soldiers who survive the ambush, that deployed the tanks, that

avenged the bullets, that flew from the road, that harbored the death, that drove the
insurgents, that fired the guns, that accompanied the bomb, that killed the people, that lay
in the town that Achmed built.

***

A lot of questions accompany war.
Was there a purpose for this loss of life? Was their loss my gain? Does my life
hold a higher value? Do I pity their calamity or honor their sacrifice? Am I lucky to have
survived or unlucky to have witnessed those who didn’t? Does my life become troubled
with guilt or meaningful in making true sacrifice worthwhile?
I will make purpose of this loss. I consider it my duty to give purpose to myself,
to my family, and to your freedom.
For the infidels.

V. MAGIC

Shortly before April, I told my family via email that I’d be going on a month long
mission to a place which is famous. As always, I never revealed any sort of details about
missions in emails, especially before they’d started. It was fun to tug on their heart strings
a little, I’ll admit. I could picture my mother up until two am trying to figure out why I
would refer to somewhere in Iraq as famous. It’s cruel, I guess, but I’ve always needed to
invent my own entertainment.
Like the time I gave my family LT’s email address and asked them to email him
and tell him that he was doing a great job taking care of his soldiers. I specified, however,
that no one’s name was to be used. Total anonymity. Just to screw with him a bit,
inventing my own entertainment.
Three days later, LT came to me and said, “Smithson, what are your parents
names?” I laughed and told him Humphrey and Gertrude. He told me I was full of shit.
Their names were Jeff and Julie, and he’d received emails from them and several others.
After the first couple, he’d called his wife, Kat, and accused her of being “liberal” with
his email address. A couple more and he thought about taking legal action. My parents
must have forgotten that their names come up in the address bar.
Since I was a baby, I’ve often invented my own entertainment. My parents said
they could leave me on the floor of a room for hours by myself, and I’d just sit
contentedly, thinking, playing, imagining. Now I sat in the internet café and smiled as I
typed a riddle to my family. “I’m not allowed to say where I’m going, but it’s a very
famous place.”

It was famous indeed. The Abu Ghraib prison was a different world. It was the
same old war with the same old fight, but there was just something in the air at Abu
Ghraib which is very hard to put into words.
It was an energy. That place was alive. Maybe some of it had to do with that
whole naked photograph thing. Maybe it was being famous that made it so alive, like
Times Square on New Year’s. But it was so much more than that, just like New York
City is so much more than Times Square at New Year’s.
Abu Ghraib was magic. Abu Ghraib was there and then it was gone. Now you see
me, now you don’t. For that short month, Abu Ghraib was us. We were Abu Ghraib. We
lived it, breathed it, tasted it.
We stayed in an old prison. A foot and a half of concrete protected us from the
daily mortaring. The base was small, personal, and this had a lot to do with it’s magic.
The soldiers there were the soldiers fighting the war. This is where the bad guys came to
be punished. The genuine bad guys. Even the desk jockeys who lived there were not desk
jockeys. They were investigators, interrogators, and intelligence. They ran the war; it
started and ended with them.
In the chow hall, we ate among top executives from the CID and the FBI.
Romanian soldiers, who were allowed to have full beards, ate at the table across from us.
Australian and British soldiers ate next to them. Most of the rest were either American
military intelligence or military police. Some were KBR, which consisted of locals and
third country nationals from India or The Philippines or Indonesia. But most were MP’s.
Perhaps the most fascinating group was a small team of special forces who sat at
the far table near the door. They didn’t talk to anyone. They didn’t have to. They wore

the new uniforms that no one was yet issued, ACU‘s. They didn’t wear rank or name
tapes. There was only the tape over their hearts that read U.S. ARMY. Their pants
weren’t tucked in, and, while off duty, they wore running sneakers instead of combat
boots. Their hair was shaggy; their faces covered in stubble. They might have shaved
once a week. Their eyes were dark and held secrets no one will ever know. Like boys
looking up to men, we admired the Special Forces guys. We respected them and feared
them. But something in the darkness of their eyes, unbelievable to us, said, “I respect
you, too.”
It was weird but Abu Ghraib had a life all its own. It was smack in the middle of a
lush oasis. Giving the impression of a jungle, giant palm trees surrounded the tiny base
on all sides. It felt like a different world, like that of wars past. It felt separated from the
rest of Iraq. I suppose it was.
Abu Ghraib was magic.

***

Our engineering project was an earth moving mission to flatten out the Southeast
corner of the base, thus making more room for prison space. Our operation was delayed
constantly, usually for only several minutes to an hour, due to mortar attacks and/or car
bombs.
One of the most satisfying parts of the Abu Ghraib mission was the regular hours.
We worked 7am-3pm with an hour for lunch at noon. There was another engineering
company with whom we’d been attached, and they worked the swing and night shifts.

The days were hot and hard, but they were regular. The “union hours”, as we called them,
seemed heaven sent.
Also, our highest authority were two buck sergeants, Ken Payne and Tim Folden.
We gave them their dose of grief as we often did to our first in command, but they took it
in stride and accomplished the mission.
There were eight of us besides Payne and Folden: Todd Wegner, Josh Roman,
Justin Greene, Robert (Austin) Rhodes, Josh Miller, myself, and two maintenance guys,
Tomzack and Harding. Tomzack was a buck sergeant, and Harding was a smart ass
Spec-4 like the rest of us. Harding had an inflatable sheep in his room back at camp. The
sheep had a hole built in underneath it’s tail. So far as I know, it was for entertainment
purposes only. So far as I know, but I wasn’t maintenance.
Abu Ghraib was a magical place. Like Disney World without all the hype, it was
something right out of the movies. Picture yourself finding your true love while ice
skating in Rockefeller Center. That was Abu Ghraib if you add heat and charming malice.
One morning, around 6:30, we were sitting around the prison cell talking about
sex, drugs, and rock n’ roll. Josh Roman walked in from outside. He was an early bird
and went to breakfast chow everyday. Abu Ghraib did, by the way, have one of the best
Army chow halls I’ve ever eaten in. I think it was mostly due to the fact that they were
never cooking for more than 1,000 people. No matter what the reason, chow was great,
especially breakfast, but only Josh had gone that day.
We were pouring out coffee and Folden was laughing an appreciable laugh at
something we’d been talking about. Josh walked in, grounded his rifle, Kevlar, and body
armor.

“You guys hear that car bomb that went off this morning?” he asked us. “Like six
o’clock.”
No one had. We were less than 100 yards from the front gate, apparently where it
had gone off, and no one had heard it. This was probably for two reasons: one, by April
we were fairly accustomed to explosions and the like, so a bomb wouldn’t necessarily
register unless it was close enough to do damage. And two, we were living in a concrete
prison designed to confine terrorists. Not much could be heard through the walls of that
place.
But Josh Roman stuck to his story. A car bomb went off a half an hour ago, and
we should probably hold up a minute or two before going out to the job site. Now, like I
said, we were accustomed to, aware of, and desensitized to a lot by then, so we continued
to drink coffee and get ready. We put our tops on, laced up our boots, donned our body
armor, threw on our Kevlar helmets, and grabbed our rifles. We were tentative, sure. We
silently calculated the odds of a second attack, but we had a mission.
There was a short hallway where our prison rooms were located. This ran into the
main hallway. The main hallway led outside. It’s walls were solid concrete and at various
spots, the walls were purposely ventilated. Picture every other block removed from a
concrete brick wall. It almost resembled a checkerboard alternating with concrete and
open air. Running the length of the main hallway, long, fluorescent lights were attached
to the ceiling every twenty feet.

A quarter inch of dust covered the ground from

previous sandstorms -- the downside of built in ventilation.
I walked down our little hallway.
“I’m telling you, man, don’t go out there,” said Josh. “They’re hot today.”

Where our hallway met the larger one, I turned around and in the coolest voice, I
said, “Ah, Roman, quit bein’ a fuckin’ pussy.”
I turned back around, and no more than two seconds had passed when the second
car bomb explode.
The percussion blast, even through the thick concrete walls, numbed my brain for
a second. The layer of dust that laid on the ground jumped into the air and quickly settled
back down as if it were one being. A single dirt blanket. Like magic.
The farther side of a set of two fluorescent lights unhinged and swung toward me.
They were a good fifteen feet away, so no harm was done when one of the lights popped
out, flew through the air, and shattered in a white cloud of dust and glass. The other light
still sat in its housing, flickering on and off, trying to stay alive. The place was dead silent
and the fluorescent tube light housing swung slowly back and forth like a ghost.
I pivoted a ballet-worthy 180 degrees, and said, “I think we should wait a little
while. They’re hot today.”

***

We were playing poker one day after our shift was over. Mortars started going
off, and we were inside our prison cell. We continued to play poker. We were using these
awful candies as poker chips. They came from a big bowl in the chow hall, and no one
ever ate them. They left a medicinal aftertaste in your mouth similar to that of the sugar
free candy the dentist gives you. We had each grabbed a healthy handful on our way back
from dinner chow one night. We never saw it so much as stealing as we did liberating

month old, dentist candy. I think it was out more for decoration than anything anyway.
You know, morale.
No one had thought to bring poker chips with us, and they were the next best
thing. They came in four colors, and we assigned them with four values. Red was five,
orange was ten, yellow was twenty, and green was a hundred.
Mortars were flying and Josh Roman -- who’s from Massachusetts and hadn’t
stopped gloating since the damn Red Sox won the series -- won a hand with a full house
again. Josh Miller -- who’s from Nowhere, Ohio and grew up on a dairy farm -- said he
was thankful he folded. Out of breath and sweating, Todd Wegner -- who’s from outside
of Dallas and had successfully initiated our obsession with season one of “Nip/Tuck” -came running in the cell.
“Holy shit,” he said more seriously than I’d ever heard him. But he was smiling.
It’s the sort of “holy shit” that lets us know that something news worthy could’ve
happened but didn’t.
“What happened to you?” I asked him.
“Did you hear those mortars?”
“Yeah.”
“I was just running from them,” he said. “Holy shit, man. That was crazy.”
There was a wooden structure in the common room which acted as a sort of coat
rack for our Kevlar’s, body armor, and weapons. It was our best friend at three o’clock,
the hottest point of the day, when our shift ended.
Todd was sweating bullets and heaving like he’d just finished a PT test. He was
coming back from dinner chow, and he’d run all the way from the middle of the base to

our barracks. He didn’t even acknowledge the existence of the Kevlar, body armor, and
weapon coat rack. I asked him if he wanted in on some poker, and all he said was “Holy
shit.”
If you ask me now why we hardly gave concern to Todd’s mortar dodge ball, I
couldn’t tell you. It baffles me that we were so careless to his experience. At this point
we’d all seen at least a little combat, and maybe we thought of it somehow as just another
war story. Maybe, since he wasn’t injured or covered in someone else’s blood, we didn’t
really perceive it as a true war story anyway.
I could see it on his face. It said, “I just ran a quarter of a mile in fifty pounds of
gear from flying bombs and you don’t care?” His mouth said, “Holy shit” at least a half a
dozen times. That was all he could articulate. His mind was still trying to wrap around the
fact that he’d just run from flying bombs. It was all he could articulate, but he wanted to
say much more. He wanted to grab us and shake us into reality. He wanted us to
understand. He wanted us to feel the fear he had felt, the excitement, the high he was on,
but we simply couldn’t.
Perhaps, we were jealous. Perhaps, we didn’t want him to have the story. Perhaps,
we wanted to play another round of poker.
“Want us to deal you in, Wags?” I asked him.
“Yeah, yeah,” he said still half grinning, his mind still wrapping around the fact
that he’d just run from flying bombs.
“Alright, blind is ten,” I said and dealt the hand.
“Holy shit,” Todd Wegner muttered to himself as he put his gear on the rack. I
noticed his hands were shaking.

A day or week or two or three later, I left the barracks to grab some dinner. I went
alone because it was nice to have some solitude. Everyone else had either already eaten,
was at the internet/phone café,

or was at the gym.

Abu Ghraib was a unique set up for a military post simply because it was a high
security prison. It has a series of small secure bases inside one big, small, secure base.
The inner sections are mostly housing quarters, command quarters, and the main prison
buildings. The chow hall and internet/phone café are in the middle of all these tiny,
enclosed bases.
The inner section we stayed at had barracks, a laundry service station, and a rather
nice gym. This was all surrounded by a twenty-foot high concrete wall with guard towers.
And if those guard towers were manned, shit had truly hit the fan. At the entrance to our
section, there was a spot where a manned gate had once stood, but there was no longer a
need for one. Our “gate” was now a thirty foot break in the wall.
I was walking, full battle rattle, thinking about the passed day, and probably
talking to myself. It was nearing the end of dinner chow, and no one was around. My rifle
was slung across my back. For many of the first weeks in-country, it was hard getting
used to the awkwardness of body armor. One of the difficulties involved taking my
weapon on and off. Its sling would get caught on my ammo pouches, tourniquet, bayonet,
field dressing pack, or my arm. By now, though, I was used to the mechanics of
protective clothing and probably could have pulled my weapon across my armored body
while shimmying underneath a dump truck and eating Twinkies. I had strategically
shifted the components attached to my armor so there was a diagonal stretch of open
body armor where my sling fit snugly.

I rested my arms on the tops of my ammo pouches, which were attached at a spot
near my hips. I used them as portable arm rests. It was a habit I missed sorely when I
returned to the states. Upon arrival home, I felt as though I’d lost something vital. I felt as
though I’d left something unfinished. I suppose, in many ways, it was the feeling of
leaving the war behind.
As I neared the open gate of our inner section, a bird flew over my head. It was a
very fast bird, nothing more than a dark streak, and it flew suspiciously low. Once the
sound caught up, I knew it was no bird. A deep gust followed the quick bird over my
head, and the explosion went off a hundred meters ahead of me near the helipad. I could
see the smoke and debris fly downward over the helipad. I felt the blast resonate through
my bones as I realized what kind of mortar this was -- the most dangerous kind.
Some mortars explode on impact. The problem with these is that half the shrapnel
is simply imbedded into the ground. It becomes lost and useless. There are, however,
mortar rounds that attempt to solve this problem. I don’t know how they work, but these
rounds explode while they’re still in the air. What you get is one hundred percent of the
shrapnel flying into your target. This is the type of mortar that exploded over the helipad.
Oddly enough, the explosion barely broke my stride. I was going to chow and
that’s where I planned on being in a couple minutes. When bombs went off on a convoy,
our SOP was to keep driving no matter what. I had ingrained this sense of duty so much
that I refused to let flying mortars stop me from completing my mission, eating dinner
chow.
It was foolish, I’ll admit, but that’s easy to say when you don’t deal with bombs
almost everyday. Up until this point, mortars were nothing more than a nuisance. If we

were outside and heard explosions, we had to stop, find shelter, and wait out the attack.
Mortar attacks just annoyed me, I guess, because they made me feel like I was a prisoner.
But that day, I wasn’t going to be made a prisoner by this flying bomb. I was by
myself, and I was a big boy. I was going to dinner, for God’s sake. I had never been close
enough to a mortar to hear the whir. It was a lot like the movies: a whoosh, a quick
displacement of air, and then the boom that followed. In a way, I was happy to have
experienced a close mortar explosion. In a way, I felt alive.
I was alive the way Abu Ghraib was alive. Like magic.
I wanted to hear another one just to say I heard another one, but I knew that
probably wouldn’t happen. They usually didn’t launch a second one. And they almost
never launched more than that. After all, they were costly, those munitions. I wished for
another one anyway.
Whoosh, whoosh; BOOM, BOOM. I got my wish.
Two of them, side by side. I didn’t see them, but the explosion was even louder.
They were close; I could feel the ground shake. The exploded somewhere on the other
side of the wall, and the post’s fuel point was right on the other side of the wall. Two full
sized tanks of diesel fuel were on the other side of the wall. They were lying fifteen
meters away from me. They were sitting ducks. Sitting, flammable ducks. I knew they
were a common target, and this is when I decided to run.
Whoosh; BOOM.
Another bird, way too fast for a normal bird. Maybe it was a falcon; are there
falcons in Iraq?
I was a hundred meters away from my barracks and I turned a quick circle

looking for a closer refuge.
“You know where you are?” a soldier yelled to me over the last explosion. He
was thirty meters away and saw the confusion on my face. All his weight was on one
foot, ready to take off toward his barracks. He wanted to make sure I was okay first,
because that’s what soldiers do. That’s how we stay alive.
I shook my head and yelled, “No.”
“Follow me,” he said. With his arm he made a come hither motion-Whoosh; BOOM.
--and I didn’t argue.
He ran around the side of the nearest building to what appeared to be a sort of
alley way. He ran past a door and continued around the far side of the building.
What’s wrong with that door? I wondered.
Whoosh; BOOM.
This mortar landed behind me a ways. Where will the next one land? I wondered.
The soldier ran along a chain link fence which ran in between two barracks
buildings. He ran toward the gate which was swung open. There was a lot of the gravel
here and his feet slipped a little underneath him.
Whoosh; BOOM.
He went down. If I hadn’t known better, I would’ve been reaching for my field
dressing or tourniquet. Slipping on the gravel was timed perfectly. It was almost comical
the way it happened. The way he fell at the perfect moment, as though he’d slid into
home plate just as the ball landed in the catcher’s mitt, just as the flying bomb found it’s
place in Abu Ghraib. It was almost magical the way it happened.

It was Abu Ghraib.
I caught up to him quickly.
“You-Whoosh; BOOM.
“--you okay?” I yelled as I grabbed the handle on the back of his body armor to
help him up.
“Yeah,” he said as he got to his feet. “Come on.”
I followed him to a nearby enclosed stairwell where we stood while the last of the
mortars fell. The standard waiting time after an attack was twenty minutes.
Whoosh; BOOM.
Twenty minutes.
He invited me up the stairs to his quarters. A handful of his friends were hanging
out. They were Navy. Something to do with intelligence I think, but I don’t quite recall.
He was a petty officer, the equivalent of a sergeant in the Army. We talked the twenty
minutes away. I asked him about the war and about his mission and about the Navy and
about Abu Ghraib. When things seemed safe, I thanked him, shook his hand, and left.
When I went back to the barracks, I wanted to grab my friends and shake them
into understanding the fear I’d felt out there, the excitement, the high I was on. It was
aliveness. I wanted to share it, I wanted them to taste the thrill of it all. In some ways they
did; in other ways they didn’t.
Todd Wegner, who’s from outside of Dallas, just smiled and nodded, and asked
me if I wanted to be dealt in. I said yes, and Josh Roman, who’s a damn Red Sox fan,
won another hand with a full house. Josh Miller, who grew up milking cows, was

thankful he folded.
I saw him in the chow hall from time to time, the petty officer. I don’t believe we
ever spoke again, but that’s the way it was, the way it had to be. Like magic. When I left,
he might have wondered, “what ever happened to that kid from the Army?” Now you see
me, now you don’t. He had helped me when I needed to find cover, and I’d picked him up
when he’d fallen.
We were even. We were Abu Ghraib.
It was magic.

VI. A LITTLE TASTE OF DEATH

We mill around the barracks. It’s an off day. There are no new missions to speak
of. Most of the platoon is out on various operations. Some are outside the wire
convoying, some are inside the wire pushing gravel and moving lumber, and some are
inside other wires pushing gravel and moving lumber.
It’s always different, everyday. It’s good, though. Being in a headquarters
company has it’s stresses -- it often falls on us to support the other companies’ missions
while maintaining our own -- but it has rewards, too. It’s never boring, always changing.
Everyday.
Today, we are the loners. We’re stuck back at the base. We’re supposed to work.
It’s bullshit, meaningless work: PMCS the vehicles, sweep the hallways, police the motor
pool.
Yeah, right. We play poker and dominos. We watch movies and stay out of the
heat. We play guitar and share stories and laugh. Who really cares? We got back from a
mission yesterday, and there’s another one coming up. You want us to waste our “time
off?” Get real.
Who really cares? The captain.
“Look busy,” our squad leaders tell us as he walks through the common hallway.
We sit there bullshitting. Comfy chairs and funny stories.
Sergeant First Class Ken Renninger tells us to look busy although he’s grinning.
He understands our need to hang out, but his words are what matter. One guy fills a mop
bucket and plants a broom within arms’ reach. We’re busy.

LT walks in from outside. He probably just got done with some stupid meeting
with the “leaders of the pack.” He opens the door and blinding, Iraqi light shines off the
tile floor. He smiles at the sight of his soldiers.
He walks up and closes our semicircle.
“What’s up, guys?” he asks.
“Nothing,” we say. He notices the motionless yellow bucket filled with water.
“I see you’re mopping,” he observes. We all laugh.
“Hey, Z, I need you and two E-4’s to meet Sergeant Whistler by those humvees
that came in this morning,” he says. It’s a mission. “Whistler will explain the details to
you.”
“Yes, sir,” responds Sergeant Zerega.
LT doesn’t say it directly, but it’s a mission. Not a mission so much, though. We
usually reserve that title for the operations which are at least quasi dangerous. We call
work inside the wire, especially when it’s in our own motor pool, tasks. It’s a task, and
tasks, although safer, are worse than missions. So we fix our gazes in another direction as
Zerega looks around the room. It’s nothing against him or LT. We’re just comfortable.
It’s nice to have a couple hours without obligation.
Despite our best wall-staring efforts, Zerega grabs Roman and me. We give the
sarcastic sigh and follow the orders of our sergeant and platoon leader. We button our
tops, put on our field caps, and follow Z out the front door. The rest hang out and “mop”
the barracks. I flip them off behind my back.
We walk across the motor pool. Dozens of vehicles are lined up, ready at a
moments notice to leave on a mission. Roman, Zerega, and I continue to discuss

whatever we were talking about inside.
Near the middle of the motor pool lie two humvees.
“Have you seen these yet?” Zerega asks us as we approach them. Roman says yes,
and I say no.
“Came in this morning,” he says. “Guess a couple of guys died in ‘em.”
This doesn’t affect me a whole lot. This is a war. People die.
Here they are. Two blown up humvees side by side. They’re peaceful. Our
mission, our task, is to scrounge for parts: armor, mostly. We take armor which is still
intact and put in on our own humvees. Some of which aren’t armored at all.
We poke around one of them for a minute or two. The inside is coated in dusty
black. It’s residue from the IED’s that destroyed them.
The smell is the first thing I notice. It’s an odd mixture of scorched rubber,
smoldering hair, burnt metal, and… something else. There is an underlying stench of
cooked meat. It reminds me of ham, but I know there were no ham steaks burnt in this
humvee.
It rolls my stomach, but I deal with it. We have a mission to do. We have a task.
We are curious. This is a little taste of death, and somehow, unconsciously, we are
enlivened. That’s what death does. It defines life. What would life be without death?
What would peace be without war? We need a distinction, there needs to be a disparity,
or nothing exists. In a way, death and war are everything.
Peace, true peace, is a falsehood. Can there ever really be peace? Yeah,
theoretically: everyone gives and everyone receives and we find ourselves in a
wonderful, vast utopia. Sure, great, now put down the joint and come join me in reality.

Can peace ever really exist, true peace, if war was not there to compare it with? Even
individually, what are we but the contrast of an opposite?
Who is evil? Those who are not good?
Who is good? Those who are not evil?
Is it possible for an evil person to do good things? How about a good person
doing evil things? So who’s good and who’s evil? Can there be peace within a war? Can
there be war within peace? So then, what is anything but the contrast of an opposite?
These humvees are definitions. They define death. They define life. I feel
immense sorrow for those who were killed here. At the same time, I feel immense
gratification knowing that there’s one more KIA, one more statistic, that isn’t me. I’ve
made it… so far.
Isn’t life not being dead?
Isn’t death not being alive?
So here we are, and we’re curious about this little taste of death. Whistler has
already removed an armored door frame that he’s drilled into to modify with our own.
Zerega, Roman, and I poke around the blackened, charbroiled humvee.
We find a piece of desert uniform. It’s about four inches by four inches and has a
seam running through it’s middle. I hold it to various seams of my own uniform. It could
be an elbow. It was found next to the gas pedal, and we conclude, with a high degree of
certainty, that it was a knee. It’s gray from the bomb residue and partially blood stained.
It smells like burnt ham.
We find several pieces of shrapnel. Thick, twisted chunks of metal. One of them
has small vertical scratches running along the top. They are close together and parallel.

They’re from the metal band that held the round together. It’s from a 133 or 155 round. I
look at those tick marks, and it occurs to me that someone has looked at these ticks
before. Someone who hates me. Someone who doesn’t even know me. Someone who’s
killed my fellow soldiers. I feel my eyes narrow and I throw the piece of shrapnel back
into the mess of miscellaneous junk sitting in the middle of the humvee.
We find a thin piece of metal. It’s army green and shaped like a potato chip, as
though it was turned inside out. It’s a piece of an ammo can. .556 rounds lie nearby.
They’re expended, but we realize that they were not shot. They were cooked. The actual
bullets are gone; they had shot into a seat or a door or a person. The casings are all that’s
left over, but they’re mangled and ripped apart like the piece of ammo can. The bullets
were quickly heated to a point beyond their tolerance. They cooked off. I’ve heard of this
happening, but I hadn’t actually seen remnants until now.
“Look at this,” says Zerega from the other side of the vehicle.
I walk over. The passenger door is riddled with ball bearings. Dozens upon
dozens of small pieces of round metal. They’re stuck halfway into the armored door and
surrounding armor. They’re varying sizes and rusted. The inside of the door is wavy with
impressions, but there are no holes.
The armor worked. On the door, anyway. The floor is ripped apart. The shrapnel
that came through here was not stopped by armor. This part of the bomb pulled the metal
apart like pork. I look at the seat. It’s army green and black with bomb residue and brown
with dried blood. Someone died here. This part of the bomb killed whoever sat in this
seat. Surely, it ripped them apart like pork.
I’ve had enough. “What do you want first, Sergeant?” I ask Whistler.

“I need the brackets from that door,” he says. He goes back to drilling holes in the
receiving humvee’s door frame.
I grab a socket wrench and reach into the crack between the bloody seat and the
door frame. In the darkness of the crack I see something. It’s a small square. I reach into
the crack with my knife and poke it. It feels peculiar. I can’t poke into it, but I can tell,
somehow, that I should be able too. I pour water on it. I don’t know why I think this will
loosen it up, but it does. It becomes spongy and I stick it with my knife.
Pulling it out of the darkness, I examine it closely. It’s about the size of a quarter
and roughly the same color. Like everything else in the humvee, it’s the gray color of
death. Except for a couple of small, circular pockets of white fat, the thing is dead gray.
Curly, black hairs stick out of the overcooked meat.
The fleshy thing hangs off my knife, and I study it like I’m in high school biology
class. Sebastian Koproswki always busts my balls for picking my teeth with this knife
after chow. I tell him it gets the job done as good as any toothpick.
This knife won’t be picking my teeth after today.
I fling the meat back into the hole from which it was taken and continue
unscrewing the bracket for the armored door. Zerega, Roman, Whistler, and I joke around
and bust balls like we always do. We unscrew, unfasten, cut, grind, drill, and transfer
parts from the old humvees to the new ones. Then it comes time to transfer the armored
roof.
We unscrew the A-frame that holds the roof on. Part of one edge is folded up
from the explosion. Whistler says to not worry about it. It’s just the over hang and won’t
cause any real weakness. It takes all four of us to lift the roof off the old humvee and

place it on the ground. We set it down and we stop.
The two A-frames, centered and on either side, cause the whole roof to tip
forward when we put it down. It sits on the dirty, hard ground like a wide, armored
seesaw. No one wants to sit on this seesaw, though. The rotating turret, which is
apparently unhitched, swings down so that the heavy cover rests toward the ground. The
turret is directly in the middle, and one whole half of the roof is covered with a dusty,
brown bloodstain.
It was the gunner’s blood.
We stand there not saying a word. We look at the blood that covers half the roof.
It belonged to someone. It ran through his arteries and veins for years. It kept him healthy
and alive. Now it’s spread out across the top of a tan humvee roof that lays on the ground
in our motor pool. It is life, taken and destroyed. It’s speckled with the dusty sand of Iraq.
It’s decorated with lackluster sparkles.
I picture the gunner. Not just his body bleeding out as it lies across the roof.
That’s not my morbid fixation. I imagine the whole scenario. The life, the experience
before it was magically transformed into death.

***

It’s 4:45 am, and the convoy sits in a motor pool. Desert camouflaged soldiers sip
coffee and strap down chains and tighten ratchet straps and bullshit and gear up and
dispatch vehicles and nap and chew gum and load crew serve weapons and check their
vehicles and adjust body armor and pray and inspect weapons and lace boots and

daydream and strap Kevlars and kiss old photographs and line their vehicles up and
wait.
The gunner of this humvee asks the loader operator, who sits behind the driver, if
he wants to man the 60 today.
“You wanna jump in the turret?” asks the gunner.
“Maybe when we come back; I’m gonna sit back here and catch a few,” says the
loader operator.
“Yeah, that’s what I wanna do,” says the gunner. He yawns.
“Sorry,” the loader operator says. He shrugs and puts his feet up. His body
armor sits open and his soft cap lays over his eyes.
The convoy commander calls for a rally and everyone gets out of their vehicles.
The convoy brief is short and concise, for they’ve all done this many times before.
“Keep your eyes open. Use your escalation of force. Remember your rules of
engagement,” he says.
“Shoot first; ask questions later!” someone yells out. The circle of yawning,
morning-disheveled soldiers produces a small laugh. It’s a laugh from the gut, but
through the nose. The joke is tired. So is the crowd.
“…remember your rules of engagement. Keep your intervals. Watch each other’s
backs…”
Same old shit.
The driver gets in, checks his gauges one more time, and lets the e-brake off. The
a-driver gets in and radio checks with the convoy commander, once into the hand held
and once into the SINCGARS. The loader operator velcro’s his flak jacket, places his

weapon at his feet pointing up, gets a loaded magazine ready, and yawns. The gunner
scales the humvee, drops through the hole in the roof, and situates his ammo so it’s easily
accessible when it needs to be loaded at the gate.
They pull out in convoy manifest order to the base’s main gate. They sit some
more, waiting, wondering what lunch will taste like, hoping it’s better than the last time
they went to this little FOB.
The humvee drives down the boring desert road as the sun comes up. The driver is
sipping Red Bull at 5:15 am and appreciating the sunrise. The sky is a light shade of
grayish blue, lined with a polished gold flame where sky meets earth. There isn’t a cloud
for miles, hasn’t been one for months. The air is pleasantly cool on the gunner’s face, but
the sand in the air requires him to wear goggles.
The humvee is the third vehicle in a convoy of seven. They’re pulling engineering
equipment to a Forward Operating Base. In between gun trucks like this one, they carry
two loaders and one dozer on the back of 9-16 tractor trailers. This is their twelfth run
this week to the FOB. Everyday, it seems, they run back and forth between two bases with
equipment. Drop off so-and-so, pick up so-and-so. They follow orders. They are soldiers.
The driver sees the first vehicle swerve madly to the left side of the road. The
whole convoy is doing about 60mph. His hands grip the wheel, ready for whatever. The
second vehicle swerves wildly like the first. The radio jumps to life.
“Back off! All elements, back off! IED right. Over!” The first vehicle responds.
It’s too late. The third vehicle, this humvee, jumps to the far left side of the road.
What looks like three giant bullets lays on the ground, conspicuously concealed
with thin shrubbery. Wires are wrapped around them and lead off to the right across the

quiet early morning desert.
There’s no time. The driver slams on the accelerator.
It’s a decision that will haunt him for the rest of his life.
He had no other possible options. He was cruising at 60mph and if he had
slammed the brakes he would have stopped fifteen feet from the three 155 rounds
wrapped in wire. He plants his foot on the accelerator. It’s a last minute effort to throw
the enemy’s timing off. There’s a delay between the trigger and the explosion. All he can
do is stomp the gas and pray, but there’s no time to pray.
Even though he couldn’t have done it differently, it’s a decision that will haunt
him for the rest of his life. Two of his friends will die today. For the rest of his life he’ll
wonder if he could have stopped. He’ll go mad with the question. His fading memory of
the explosion will merge with the maddening weight of his guilt. The combination of guilt
and reality will sear his heart with more fiery pain than he ever thought possible. He’ll
convince himself that he could have stopped.
His heart will burn like scalding water. It will keep him up for many nights to
come. And, years later, when he thinks he’s come to grips with it all, it will reappear
suddenly and be more painful than before. When he lights the candles on his son’s 7th
birthday cake, his heart will blister with scorching pain. When he kisses his daughter on
her wedding day, his heart will melt like burning rock. When he holds his first grandchild
in the delivery room, his heart will smoke and smolder until it feels as if nothing is left.
The bomb explodes. The cloud is enormous, and the blast throws the speeding
humvee across the road into the dusty sand. It spins 180 degrees and stops thirty feet
from the edge of the road.

The driver’s hearing is temporarily stunned. His head his ringing, and the first
sound he hears is the loader operator screaming. He’s screaming to the gunner. The
gunner’s legs are convulsing as they hang into the humvee. One foot is turned sideways
and the other appears to be doing a rapid jitterbug. Most of his weight is supported by
edge of the turret. The loader operator is screaming the gunner’s name and shaking his
leg.
The A-driver is slumped over the SINCGARS radio. The hand closest to the driver
still clutches the hand held radio. His face is unrecognizable. He is unmistakably dead.
His face and head were ripped apart. His helmet hangs onto a disfigured stump. The
blast came from the ground on his side. It nearly blew the helmet off. It succeeded in
placing half his brain and skull into the foam that lines the roof.
The driver stumbles out of the vehicle. He grabs his weapon and stands up. His
hands are black with bomb residue and the side of his face is covered with the blood of
his A-driver. Something runs down the back of his neck and, in a state of numbed shock,
he reaches back to touch it. His hand comes back covered in blood.
Is he hurt? He turns around.
The gunner is sprawled out across the roof. His neck has been sliced wide open
and blood gushes from the wound like a hose. The driver is amazed at how much blood
there is. It’s dripping off the roof in three different spots. It’s what dripped down the back
of his neck.
The gunner, still convulsing and feebly grabbing the wide gash on his neck, looks
at the driver on the ground with wide, blank eyes. No passion lives behind those eyes, no
life. He’s convulsing and trying to hang on, but he will soon die. The gunner’s wide eyes

are dead, but he doesn’t know it yet. He holds his throat as he bleeds out. His eyes, fixed
on the eyes of the driver, eventually glaze over and give up their struggle.
The driver pulls the panicking loader operator out of the humvee and away from
the smoking, crippled death scene. The first humvee in the convoy comes barreling
through the desert, leaving a rising, dusty trail, and the driver faints.

***

Now we stand looking at this monstrosity. A giant, dried pool of someone’s
blood. Something tells me I should be crying. That’s what normal people would do, but I
can’t cry. It’s not my place to cry. I don’t feel anything. It’s lifeless blood, and it
somehow takes the emotion of life right out of me.
“We’re gonna have to spray this off,” someone finally says.
We use a small forklift and bring the bloody thing over to the pressure washer.
Whistler takes hold and begins spraying the dusty blood off the roof. It flows down into
the dirt. It’s brown just like the dirt.
Recycling, I think.
Whistler hits some sort of pocket, maybe from the turret, and the dirty blood and
water spray into his mouth. Zerega almost keels over because he’s laughing so hard. My
first thought was disgusting. On first reaction I wouldn’t think of laughing, but Zerega’s
laugh is maniacal and contagious.
Whistler is spitting and wiping his tongue on his sleeve.
“Oh, God,” he says.

“Oh, God,” says Zerega. “You ate brains! You ate brains! Oh, my God!”
“Shut up,” says Whistler, and now he’s laughing, too.
“Zombie!” Zerega points and laughs. “You ate brains, zombie!”
Once the initial shock of Whistler eating brains is over, we get back to hosing
down the rest of the roof.
Over the next week, we scrub, strip, and scrap the old humvees. We use putty
knives to scrape off the foam that lines the inside of the roof. The foam is riddled with
chunks of bone and brains and shrapnel, and we don’t really want this in our humvee.
We offer the pulled up foam to Whistler who we know is starving for some good
human brain. We check Whistler’s eyes every morning to see if they’ve glazed over and
turning yellow. We pretend to watch our backs when he’s around, afraid he’ll try to sneak
a bite out of the fleshy part of our shoulders or necks.
We joke about the death we encounter. It’s a coping mechanism. By making it
humorous, we relieve the anxiety. We have to. Is as much our duty to face death as it is to
joke about it. By making it humorous, we turn it into something that’s not real. Zombies
are not real. This little taste of death is not real.
It’s blistering hot, so we accuse each other of having swamp-ass. It’s morbidly
terrifying outside the wire, so we make fun of the “Fobbits” and “Wire-weenies” who
never leave camp. We haven’t seen our wives or girlfriends for eight months, so we joke
about masturbating. We may never make it home, so we joke about being stuck in this
damn place forever. The higher ups treat us like secondhand soldiers, so we call ourselves
The ‘Shroom Platoon. We have to remove remnants of dead soldiers from the lining of a
humvee, so we offer the remnants to Zombie Whistler.

None of it’s real. It’s a joke.
After all, it’s only a little taste of death.

VII. HATE

The notes are currents. They are the ferocious ocean inside me, the waves
directing me. The notes are my hands on the wheel. They are my eyes, my mind. The
notes are the engine, moaning as I push it harder than the military manual suggests. They
are the road, broken and unwavering. They are the wind that caries the smell of this
place. That dirty, rotten stench of desert, of deserted salvation. The notes pour from the
heavens; they are angels singing.
Or angels crying.
Earlier, before we rolled out: the vehicles sit lined up in the motor pool. Coffee in
hand at 4:25 in the morning, and I walk from vehicle to vehicle. Normally, I might yawn.
But soldiers learn to love the lack of sleep. Yawning is a sign of weakness. Drink coffee.
Jason DeMarco, rough Italian build and shaved bald head, loading so much .50
cal ammo you almost cum just looking at it. He gives me a head nod and a wink. Tupac
blasts from the speakers in his humvee.
Scott Moore, short and stocky, Irish face, carrying the MK-19 grenade launcher
like it’s his fucking pet. From one corner of his mouth, he smiles. In the other corner, he
inhales on the menthol cigarette that’s stuck there. There’s MXPX coming from his
humvee.
Marc Zerega attaches a SAW to the mounts on his humvee. Click-clack. The wind
chimes of the devil. He smiles, malicious comfort. As he locks the pins into place,
click-clack. “Another One Bites The Dust” blasts from his headphones.
I walk on, watching everyone get ready. Each one of us with our own soundtrack.

Eventually, all our songs sound the same. They all blend together with the click-clack of
weapons being loaded, Red Bull tops being popped, armored doors slamming shut. Every
snare drum is the click of the charging handles being rocked back and forth, loading a
round. Every beat of a base drum is an explosion shaking the humvee, but, ultimately,
doing nothing. Lyrics become background noise. They take a seat for the notes, for the
words mean nothing. In life, it’s only the notes that matter.
I have a seat behind the wheel of my humvee. Small computer speakers are strung
up on the frame. Army green 550 cord and army green, 90 mile-an-hour duct tape hold
them there. By sitting above me, the speakers allow the music to wash over me. The
notes absorb into me, become a part of me. I push the gas pedal to the beat of the song.
Before the convoy, we play Third Eye Blind and use our M-16’s as air guitars. As
we roll out of the gate, we bop our heads to Gorrilaz. On the road, “Iron Man” by Black
Sabbath, because that’s who we are. “Babylon” by David Gray, because that’s where we
live. We play Pearl Jam. And Biggie Smalls. Oldies like “Brown Eyed Girl.” Our
humvee’s bounce over potholes, and “Low Rider” plays. “Work It Out” by Jurassic 5,
because working it out is impossible. And the irony makes us smile.
The music is our only escape out here. It’s the only thing keeping us sane as we
weave in and around traffic. And there’s other things to make us crazy: suspicious people
and suspicious litter. Really, they’re both the same thing. But before we realize it’s
already happened, our escape, the music, becomes our prison.
The song is the only thing that matters. This moment in time. The soundtrack. The
words mean nothing. They are background noise. They are my prison.
Click. Clack. Click-clack. Click-click-clack. Get back!

Can you feel I’m not like you anymore? Click-clack.
I can’t see.
I can’t breathe.
See you quiver like the dogs on the streets. Click-clack.
Looking down on as I beat you.
It’s a bad religion from a broken nation.
It’s a contradiction.
And I can’t take it anymore.
…says Godsmack.
And then it happens, somewhere between Baghdad and the rest of the world, an
explosion.
The handheld radio:
“Hunter Three, you okay?” LT’s God-like voice. The crackling radio giving his
voice an all-knowing quality. He speaks with the beat of the song. Get back.
“Fine, Two-Six, keep rollin’,” says Hunter Three.
For a second, I feel nauseous.
Then it passes. Like a chorus. Like we pass the kill zone.
The waves flow, and the prison confines us. Emotion flows like rapids, but we
care not. The music keeps going; so can we.
Smoke from the explosion burns our eyes, and we love it. It fills our lungs and
turns to hate. The hate flows into our left ventricles. It flows from the arteries in our
hearts to the retinas in our eyes to the analytical part of our brains. It feels like lead
melting. Molten lead running through our veins.

The hate is in everything we do. Everything we say. Everything we feel.
At first it’s frightening. We don’t believe we’re capable of pure hate. The feelings
go against everything we’re taught. So we get used to it, because we have to, because it’s
there. Either accept it or let it drive us crazy. Those are the options. Soon, we grow to
love the hate. It becomes part of us, and we need it like we need our dicks. It’s our staple,
our necessary core. Without the hate, how can we pull the trigger? Without our core, how
can we get up in the morning?
There’s a need for the hate. It’s obligatory. The hate is our duty.
Without the hate, we take casualties. We don’t settle for the enemy. We don’t
settle for death. Dying is for pussies. None of this stopping to check if our loads are still
secure, to hold an in-field meeting to see if everyone’s feeling okay, if anyone’s suffering
from PTSD.
We roll through. It’s all about the image. If we look dangerous, we feel tough. If
we feel tough, we are dangerous. We drive down the center of the road. We own this
fucking road. Nothing can stop us. Not bullets. Not bombs. Not that cowardly fuck sitting
on the hill in the distance, that shit head watching us for our reaction.
You ain’t got shit, I want to scream right in his face. No time for sentiment, for
non-prejudice. You’re a piece of shit haji in a dirty, white robe. Then slitting his throat
with a piece of the bomb’s hot shrapnel. This ass fuck who knows we can’t engage him
for holding a cell phone, the detonator. This prissy little shit who isn’t man enough to
stand up to us like one.
He’s the one we’re here to kill. Him and all those like him. Even though,
according to the commander, it’s not our mission. The higher-ups have made sure that we

don’t think we’re here to kill anyone. We’re here to engineer.
Yeah, we’re here to engineer alright, to engineer new ways to pull a guys head off
his shoulders. Fuck you, higher ups. We’re here to win the fucking war, not play Mr.
Caring And Compassionate, Mr. I’m Only Here to Engineer. Get the fuck out of here.
We’re here to win.
The real problem isn’t the higher ups. They’re not the ones holding our triggers.
We have the ultimate say. The real problem is that these assholes all look the same.
Exactly the fucking same. The good guys and the bad guys are all dressed in the same
dirty white robe. I’m so sick of seeing that fucking dress, wondering if there’s an AK-47
beneath it.
These assholes walk the same. They look at us with the same volatile ignorance.
Fucking towel heads. Every one I see I picture cross hairs on his forehead. I picture his
red brain leaking out of the exit wound at the back of his head.
All these assholes talk the same bullshit language. Chicken-scratch out of their
filthy mouths. Every one I see, I picture muffling his words with a gun barrel between his
teeth. I picture crushing his jaw with a sledgehammer. Or maybe an axe. Some concertina
wire wrapped around a 2x4. There’s some engineering for you.
My M-60 gunner sits halfway out of the turret. I can’t see him but I know his eyes
are red hot. He can’t shoot the prick on the hill holding the cell phone. He can see better
than all of us; he can see the haji smiling. The haji’s pissed because his bomb didn’t
cause any damage; he timed it wrong. But he’s smiling because he knows there’s nothing
we can do.
I can’t see my gunner, but I know he’s pointing the barrel of the machine gun at

Haji. He puts his front sight post on Haji’s chest. He lines up and puts his finger on the
trigger. Haji just gives him a smug look. Maybe he even winks. The gunner sights in and
pretends to squeeze the trigger.
“Pow,” the gunner says to himself. “Mother fucker. Pow.”
And this is why Haji wins.
Like welfare junkies cheating the system, they use our compassion against us.
When I say compassion, I mean the Geneva Conventions. We are not compassionate. We
are dirty and abrasive and, most days, we’d love to level this country and everything in it.
Abu Ghraib prison torture? We sympathize with those MP’s. Humiliating people who’ve
slaughtered Americans? They’re lucky all they had to do is leash up and get paraded
around like the dogs they are. Those fuckin’ haji and all their bullshit. MP’s should’ve
just pushed them off a rooftop and called it an accident.
Infidels, they call us. Eat my shit. I’ll jihad their fucking throats open. I’ll kill Haji
and his dirty sheep he marches around like gold. My gunner has a better shot than haji
and his piece of shit AK he probably bought from some asshole in Tikrit.
“You want to help to fight the Americans?” the dealer probably asked from his
shit eating mouth.
“Yes,” Haji said from his shit eating mouth.
And the two exchanged a deal. Haji probably gave the dealer a sheep, and the
dealer gave Haji some hand-me-down Kalischnokoff from the Cold War. The dealer
probably had to show Haji how to use it. And Haji probably fell over the first time he
pulled the trigger.
Haji. These cheeky fucks who twist our rules of engagement into a goddamn

joke. They hold cell phones, homemade trigger devices, and smile at us with their four
front teeth. Their dirty fucking farmland teeth.
And I’m stuck behind the wheel of a humvee grinding my jaw together and
listening to The Vitamin String Quartet blare from the speakers above my head. I’m
picturing that mother fucker back on the hill tomorrow trying to kill more soldiers.
Maybe the convoy tomorrow won’t be as lucky. Maybe they’ll lose a guy and not be able
to do anything about except line up sights and say, “Pow. Mother fucker. Pow.”
And this is why they win.
This is why the hate reaches into the depths of my soul, and I feel nauseous.
I sink into the violins and cellos giving tribute to “Intolerance” by Tool. The notes
are pungent and splitting. They sting my nose and water my eyes. They connect like the
third eye. They connect like the bullet I want to put in the head of every shit head who’s
fought over this land. Just send their brains flying across the polluted foundation of this
country. This good for nothing nation full of hate and dirty farmland teeth.
And the music goes from being my escape to being my prison.
The notes are currents. They are the ferocious ocean inside me, the waves
directing me. The notes are my hands on the wheel. They are my eyes, my mind. The
notes are the engine, moaning as I push it harder than the military manual suggests. They
are the road, broken and unwavering. They are the wind that caries the smell of this
place. That dirty, rotten stench of desert, of deserted salvation. The notes pour from the
heavens; they are angels singing.
Or angels crying.

VIII. WAR GAMES

“Bravo team, bounce forward!” I yell. I am the Bravo team leader. Our five man
group jumps up from their prone positions and hauls ass for five seconds. I’m up. You
see me. I’m down. We run with numbed feet and swollen minds. Or is it the other way
around?
Is this real?
We were ambushed on a foot patrol. Keep your head down and run. Haul ass and
keep your intervals and all that army hooah, hooah stuff. Fifteen meters from where we
started we all drop to our knees to our hands to our stomachs, just as we’re supposed to,
at the same time, on line, and no less than ten meters apart. I can hear the drill sergeant in
my head.
“Ten meters! That’s the proper distancing between soldiers,” he yelled in my ear.
He grabbed the back of my rucksack and pulled it violently to the right. My IBA web gear
that held my fake ammo and medical kit jumped to the right with the heavy rucksack. I
almost tripped over my own black, shiny combat boots. Drill sergeants weren’t allowed
to physically grab us unless it was for “corrective training”. I guess fixing my spacing in
a road march counted. “Ten meters, Private! So if a grenade falls right here, only one of
you dies. Have some compassion for your fellow soldiers. Oh, never mind. There are no
soldiers in this formation. Only lousy privates. Have some compassion for your fellow
lousy privates.”
“Yes, Drill Sergeant.”
We’re ten meters apart from one another; a sniper takes shots from the other side

of the valley. He’s already taken out one guy from Alpha team. They sit on the other side
of the shallow ravine. Closer to the sniper than we are. The sniper shoots at my friends. I
see him.
I also see a log lying ten meters in front of me. I can get to it. I can use it for
protection. I crawl on my stomach, my belly dragging on the ground, my muzzle out of
the dirt.
“Get your muzzle out of the dirt, Private!” the drill sergeant yelled in my ear.
“You think that’ll fire with dirt jammed in the barrel? All you’ll be able to do is butt
stroke Haji in the desert like a caveman with a club. Sound okay to you, Private Ugg?”
“Yes, Drill Sergeant,” I said out of habit.
“No! It’s not okay you crap-faced little puke! Wrong answer! Keep the barrel of
your weapon off the fucking ground!”
“Yes, drill sergeant.”
I crawl on my stomach over to the log. The muzzle of my M-16 hovers above the
ground. I need the weapon to fire. It’s useless, I’m useless, when it can only be used as a
club. The bad guys have guns. I need to have at least equal fire power.
I am behind the log. Safe. The other four members of my team are lying on their
stomachs, ready for the chance to take this guy out. I see him pointing his weapon at
them. I make my move.
I crouch up behind the log and take a kneeling position.
He sees me.
I point my weapon at him. He points his at me.
BRASS.

Breathe. Relax. Aim. Sight picture. Squeeze.
“It’s called an acronym, Private!” he yelled in my ear. “That means each letter
stands for a word.”
I knew that. He’s treating me like an idiot.
“We have to assume you’re an idiot, private. So we make it simple, Barney level.
And you privates still screw it up. So simple it’s complicated. What’s BRASS stand for,
meathead?”
“Breathe, relax, aim, sight picture, shoot, Drill Sergeant!” I replied.
“Squeeze, genius!” he snapped like a whip. “You don’t shoot the fucking weapon.
You squeeze the fucking trigger. See? Barney level and you still screw it up. You love
Barney don’t you, Private?”
“Yes, Drill Sergeant.”
Breathe.
Breathe methodically. Time my breaths. Figure them out. This is harder than it
sounds. Ever consciously think about blinking? Drives you crazy trying to control it. You
can hardly tell when it needs to be done. Too much? Too little? Too automatic. So simple
it’s complicated. In and out. There’s a natural pause at the end of an exhale. That’s when
I shoot. No, that’s when I squeeze. Don’t hold my breath. I’ll get shaky. Time my
breaths. Squeeze at the exhale.
Relax.
Muscles fatigue quickly in one position. Rest the back of my elbow on my knee.
Pull the weapon toward me, relaxed. Don’t try to hold it in the air. Use my muscles
wisely. Pulling the weapon snug into my shoulder is easier than trying to fight gravity.

Fight gravity and you’ll lose every time.
Aim.
Aim low. Bullets arch like baseballs. The round will climb. Hundred meters. Aim
low. Target dirt. Put the front sight post where the target meets the dirt. Even if the bullet
skims the ground in front of him, it’ll bounce upwards. Keep the sides of the sight post
flush with his body. The sight post becomes an extension of his body.
Sight picture.
Put the rectangle in the middle of the circle. The front sight post has to be in the
middle of the rear aperture. Black, circular opening. Inch and a half from my right eye.
My shooting eye. The black circle is fuzzy. Focus on the target. Then on the front sight
post. Line them up. Keep it there. The black circle should be fuzzy. Move the back of the
weapon so the sight post sits in the center of the fuzzy hole. The rear aperture. Smack dab
in the center. The rifle is aimed.
Squeeze.
The trigger. Don’t pull. It throws the barrel off if you don’t squeeze right. Pretend
the trigger is my dick. Not too hard. Not to soft. Controlled. Picture the penny in basic
training barracks. 2 a.m. fireguard. Red flashlights. The penny rests, balanced, on the
barrel. If I pull instead of squeeze, then the penny falls. Squeeze, control the trigger like
my dick, and feel the hammer fall. The hammer should surprise me every time. I
shouldn’t know it’s coming. Neither should the bad guy.
Breath. Natural pause at the exhale.
Relax. Pull the rifle snug.
Aim. Front sight post low, target dirt.

Sight picture. Rectangle in the center of the fuzzy circle.
Squeeze. Don’t let the penny fall.
*BANG*
The hammer should surprise me. It did. Not my hammer. His hammer. I am hit.
The bad guy has a better shot, a faster shot, than I do. I am hit. Bravo’s team leader is
down. I am down.
How did this happen? All my training. All my discipline. It means nothing now. I
mean nothing.
“Fall down,” yells the drill sergeant. “You’re dead.”
I lay in the leaves. My team looks at me, to me. Their leader is gone. The next in
command tries to take control of the situation.
I shouldn’t have kneeled. I was fine, safe, behind the log. I should have stayed in
the prone. I exposed too much.
The drill sergeant sticks a yellow key in the box on my chest. The loud chirping
of my laser gear stops. He makes sure I realize that this is not a video game. I don’t get
another life. I didn’t use up only one of my three hearts that sit at the bottom of the TV
screen.
“You’re still dead,” he says. Then he winks. “Your team is fucked, Private.”
He pops a CS gas grenade, tear gas, and throws it five meters to my right, next to
the private who’s taken over command. The private rolls to his right, undoes his
protective mask, and tries with shaky, numb hands to get it on his face before the gas hits
him. He’s coughing as he puts it on.
“You’re dead,” the drill sergeant tells him.

I put my mask on. Clear and seal.
Sigh. Just watching like a spirit would after leaving its body.
Another one of us gets shot. And another.
Sigh. Laser gear chirping.
“You’re all dead,” says the drill sergeant. He cuts the exercise short. “Fuckin’
embarrassment.”
The Missouri woods are quiet now. The OPFOR (Opposing Force) team member
who was shooting at us sits in the leaves on his side of the shallow, woodland ravine. We
all take a seat in the leaves. Missouri leaves, cold and brown. Not vibrant orange. Not
New York leaves. I want to leave. The drill sergeant fans the rest of the gas out of his
face and kicks the CS canister toward the edge of the wood line. Trees overlook us,
ashamed. Our whole squad was taken out by one guy. One guy and a “mustard gas”
mortar round.
The drill sergeant asks us what went wrong. We sit in silence because we have no
idea. The execution of war looks so easy in the movies. Our pathetic generation. A
generation of idiots whose social reality is formed by movies and television.
The reality of war hits me before I even set a foot in Iraq, even here playing laser
tag war games in basic training.
If this were real I’d be dead.
I wasn’t even taken out by a soldier. It was one of the privates of my basic
training company. Some GI Joe Schmo who’s not even a GI yet. He killed me. He set my
laser gear chirping and killed me. The gas expelled from his blank round set a laser
shooting from the army green box on the end of his rifle. The blank ejected into the

Missouri leaves and the laser raced across the small valley toward me, the target. The
laser landed in one of the receptors on my chest, helmet, or shoulders. It killed me before
I could shoot. No, before I could squeeze.
We’re playing laser tag with blank rounds and cool army gear. If you told me
when I was six that I’d be doing this I would have looked at you in marvel, wondering
how I could possibly be cool enough to be a soldier. I would have looked at my future
self as a hero. I would have thought of myself as one those valiant, stone-jawed warriors I
saw in World War II and Vietnam flicks. Maybe Matt Damon or Mel Gibson. Maybe
William DaFoe or Charlie Sheen. Maybe Martin Sheen. Social Reality.
“What went wrong?” the drill sergeant asks me.
“I got shot, Drill Sergeant,” I say with shame.
“No shit, Einstein,” he says. “But why?”
“I don‘t know,” I say.
“You bounced forward,” he says. “You should have bounced back. Your soldiers
lives were more important than the mission.”
What was the mission?
I forgot what our objective was in the first place. I got caught up in finding the
bad guy (the bad guys always lose). I got caught up in destroying him (gooks in Vietnam
flicks) in doing my duty as a soldier (no soldiers here, only lousy privates). I shouldn’t
have bounced forward (didn’t I see that in a movie once?). I got caught up in avenging
9/11 (that’s why I’m here), in being…
“A hero,” says the drill sergeant. “You were trying to be a hero.”

***

Back in the states, in basic training, in the backyard when you’re six, war games
are preparatory. They develop fighting skills. Little boys wrestle and jockey for social
position. Little boys throw sticks at windows, not only for mischief, but for accuracy.
Little boys set things on fire, partly to see if they can start a fire, partly to see if they can
put it out. Little boys throw bugs in spider webs and watch in awe as the spider executes
its meal. How can I be that efficient? the little boys wonder.
War games are developmental. They clarify our duty as men: protect the family,
stay alive, eat red meat with your hands and kill anything that tries to stop you. Instincts
stronger than the urge to mate, as strong as hunger. Every game is a war game. They’re
about being tough and disciplined and never giving up and winning, winning, winning.
At any cost. A loss is a personal failure. Losing equals insufficient equals useless.
Most of us, the lucky ones, never have to use the skills we learned in backyard
war games. But the skills are still there, serving as our platform, giving us reason to
protect, to adapt, to desensitize. Little boys kill bugs. Big boys kill other big boys.
Is this real?
Yes, it’s real (These are the people who lay in the town that Achmed built). And
you’re smack dab in the middle of it all (Whoosh; BOOM. Where will the next one
land?). Like a front sight post set in the center of a fuzzy rear aperture, you’re surrounded
on all sides by this out-of-focus delirium that is war (Just give us a reason to light you up,
you cowardly fucks). Nothing is real, because everything is extremely real (Toughen up,
soldier. This is fuckin’ war). It scares the shit out of you, and you realize how unrealistic

all those war games really were (Oh my god! You ate brains!). From the automatic aim
feature on the video games to the painless way you were shot with army laser gear (Pow.
Mother fucker. Pow). None of it really prepared you for anything.
So war games take on a whole new definition when you’re in a combat zone. You
come back from a mission. Not tired, but fatigued. Not dirty, but abrasive. Not hot, but
roasting. Not hungry, but ravenous. Not angry, but horrified of the rage that consumes
your mind. Peace of mind doesn’t exist here. You come back to camp and you want
nothing to do with war. You want nothing to do with anything.
Food and sleep.
You’re stomach is boiling and nauseous. You can’t eat. You saw men die today.
You can’t sleep.
So you find a deck of cards. You get a couple guys together and play Texas Hold
‘Em. Betting money is illegal in the military, so you bet with candy, beef jerky, and Red
Bull. It’s not really about the army rules. You play poker with money all the time. But not
today. You’re not looking for foolish pride or Jackson’s portrait. You’re looking for
escape.
Gimme two pair and a high ace. Get those fuckin’ threes out of my face. I want
face cards. I want the royal straight. A full house will do. Win, win, win. And ain’t
nothin’ gonna stop me. Gimme it all, you greedy shit. I’m all in. You ain’t got shit,
bluffer. I can see it in your face. You have lying eyes. Oh, how I can see right through
them. Beat my two pair with a three of a kind and I’ll fucking stab you. Just kidding.
You build a volleyball court behind the barracks. The net is made out of the
camouflaged netting used for concealing military positions. It looks like loose leaves, and

is held up by scrap 4x6’s. The posts differ in lengths and stand a little crooked since this
ground is as hard as limestone. The court’s boundary line is made of half-filled sandbags.
They’re army green. You use what you’ve got. The four squads of the platoon compete.
Two squads play, two squads watch. “We got winner,” someone yells. They want their
escape, and it can’t come fast enough.
How did you miss that shot? Just set it to someone. Quit bein’ a hero. We’re down
by one; you gotta win by two. Get the ball over the net. Use your teammates. Take this
shit seriously. This is our escape. Get that point and win the fucking game. Win, win, win.
“Imagine if a mortar fell?” someone asks. Everyone gives him hot, coarse stares. Shut
the fuck up, those stares say. “How’d he die?” the soldier asks. “IED, RPG? No, playing
volleyball.” We laugh because it’s true. Because it’s funny. Because we’re desensitized.
“So there I was… settin’ up a spike…” someone says in a Southern accent. The accent is
thick and callused. It’s a mockery of every American war hero who’s ever walked the
earth. You’re not war heroes. You’re playing volleyball to escape the war. Heroes don’t
need escape, do they?
You run to your room and find a football. You grab some white engineer tape and
cut it in pieces. You stick ‘em in your shorts and split the teams even. You keep score
because what’s the point without a score? Draw two lines in the sand. There’s the end
zones, the boundary, the escape.
The dust bounces up around your feet as you run. It gets everywhere, in
everything. Fuckin’ moon dust. In your socks and underneath your balls. This country
sucks. Football is supposed to be played in the grass. The ball is coated with slippery
dust. Lick the palms of your hands or you’ll never catch it. Get me the ball. I’m wide

open every play. I got faster feet than any of ‘em. We’re down by six. Five yards, turn
left. Five yards, turn right. Keep ‘em guessin’. I can break free. I’m goin’ left. Get me the
fuckin’ ball. It’s flag football, but the mind says tackle. Peace of mind doesn’t exist here.
Roll his ass to the ground and keep running. Plow, grind, bite your way through. Win,
win, fucking win. The ball soars through the air and you jump higher than the man
covering you. Crashing down with the ball, aiming for his kidneys, your right elbow
smacks into the packed earth. Harder than limestone. Fuckin’ love it. Blood drips down
your elbow and you line up for the next play. You lick the dirt off your palms and taste
this country. It tastes like warm metal, expended rounds. Blood. You smile. Keep the ball
comin’. Your elbow throbs with excitement. The pain is good. It’s a drug and you’re so
fucking addicted. Feel the way the blood escapes your arm. Lucky blood.
You rally the platoon for boxing night. Who’s man enough to throw on the twelve
ounce punching bags? We all are. You grab a camera. We’re filming this shit tonight.
The barracks are empty except for one bay. The whole platoon is packed in here. There’s
grunting and groans. There’s moist air, searing and saturated with testosterone. There’s
saline masculinity dripping on the floor. One guy slips in a mad flurry to get away from
his opponent and the crowd, a living creature, howls with a bloody appetite. “Finish
him!” You fuckin’ mean it. The fight’s over. One guy’s bleeding from his nose. The other
can’t walk straight. They shake hands like brothers and pass the gloves.
Slipping ’em on, you feel the sweat from the last guy, the last four guys. Your
heart is pounding, your face is calm. You circle one another. Come get me. The yelling of
the crowd is miles away. Your gray PT shirt sticks to the sweat from your body and you
clock the other man in the side of the head. He shakes it off and glares at you. His rage is

there. You see it and it makes you crazy. He gets you once like a train to the temple.
White flash of light. It’s on, mother fucker. He’s flipped the switch that controls the Id,
the animal. He flipped the control off. The adrenaline flows and you absolutely love it.
It’s a drug and you’re addicted. Full fledged, taste the blood of your enemy, fuckin’
addicted. You circle, swinging, holding his arm under yours and giving him a couple
right hooks. It’s dirty. You’re winning no matter what. Your opponent suddenly becomes
everything you hate. All at once, he’s the commander; the towel heads who shoot at you,
the cowards who sit hundreds of meters away from the road and blow up your friends;
the people back home who tell you nothing good is happening in Iraq. “It’s not worth it,”
they say, like they can actually imagine what it’s like, like they can actually understand
what freedom and liberty even mean, let alone what they’re worth; he’s the American
press, “if it bleeds, it leads,” and you punch him square in his biased, hypocritical jaw.
Blood trickles down his lip. You want to lick it, get it on you. You rush him and the blood
finds a way onto your shirt. Your eyes are red. The veins on your arms and forehead
pulse and vibrate with the testosterone and adrenaline that charges through them,
controls them.
Both of you take a minute and look at one another. Dizzy and disoriented.
Panting, bleeding, bruised. “You good?” he asks. “Yeah,” you say. As a matter of fact,
you are. Your eyes turn human again and your veins contract back underneath your skin.
You pass the gloves to the next guy. Taking them off is like losing an erection, but it
doesn’t matter. You’ve escaped.

PART II

HONOR

IX. THANK YOU

I will be in high school next year. It’s the summer after eighth grade and my
younger sister, Regan, and I are climbing the giant maple tree in our backyard. I am
ahead of her as always. I tease her for not keeping up. She tries harder and makes her
way toward me.
The day is comfortably warm, and the wind rustles the bright green leaves all
around us. There isn’t a cloud in the sky. The sun reflects off the string of power lines
which run behind the woods to the south. On the other side of our half acre yard I can see
the roof of our house inside which my parents are doing the usual weekend lounging
between energetic bursts of fixing up. Down the road, I see the high school I’ll be

attending in the fall.
My parents constantly tell us not to climb this tree, but they obviously don’t
understand the immense balance of a vigorous thirteen year old boy. My sister is
sometimes reluctant to climb, to break the rules, but I egg her on and dare her to climb as
high as I can. It always works.
We get to the thin branches near the top where we usually call it quits. Regan’s
trailing at my feet and we laugh as we challenge ourselves to go higher than we ever
have before. Higher and higher and higher.
We get to the top of the old maple tree, and the breezy summer day swings the
now top heavy branches to and fro. Regan, a shy, blond-haired, blue-eyed eleven year
old, sits on a branch right next to me, and we almost collide several times as the wind
blows us back and fourth. We are higher than the garage, higher than the house, higher
than the hill on the neighbor’s farm. We are higher than the world.
I reach a hand and touch the very top leaves of the old maple. No one has ever
touched these leaves before. I am the first and only. My sister is too short to touch the
very top, and I laugh at her.
The gusty breeze blows a little harder than before and we swing several feet to the
left and then back several feet to the right. We laugh with all the excitement of children
on a roller coaster.
I feel myself begin to swing backward. I grip the tree tight waiting to be bounced
back the other way and set upright. My back becomes parallel with the ground. Regan
screams. I know now that I’m not swinging back to where I started.
I am falling.

***

Christmas and Easter are the two days a year I went to church as a child.
Christmas celebrates the birth of Jesus Christ. Easter reminds us of his resurrection. I
suppose this is appropriate enough. In those two days, I covered his entire life span.
Growing up, I never prayed before I ate unless it was on Thanksgiving. I never
prayed before I went to bed unless it was the night before a wrestling match. I always
prayed in church, but that was only twice a year.
I’ve always wondered about our existence on this planet, but the answers weren’t
presented to me in the form of a Bible. Perhaps my parents are to blame. Maybe they
could have taken me to church more often. Maybe they could have forced me to go to
Sunday school.
I was taught to be quick to lend a hand and slow to judge the hands of others. I
was shown compassion and given forgiveness. I learned to earn respect and to resist
temptation. I knew the importance of honoring myself and my beliefs. But I didn’t learn
these things from the Bible. I learned them from my parents.
My parents also emphasized the freedom for choice. For this I am grateful. I
wasn’t trained from an early age to fear hell and conform to Christianity. I was baptized
as an infant, and my parents told me what Christianity was all about. But they made it
clear that a million other options were available, and it was up to me to decide what I
would believe. Is that wrong? Is that not reality? Is that not freedom?
“Son,” my father once said after I asked him about going to hell. “Be a good

person and you’ll have nothing to worry about.”
And that’s pretty much the philosophy I’ve stuck to my whole life. The way I see
it, if there is a God, and he’s truly merciful like the Book says, then how could he send a
truly good person to hell? That just doesn’t make sense. And further, if God is willing to
take a truly rotten individual and accept them because they believe His son died for their
rottenness, then I would rather not spend eternity with that person in heaven anyway. Just
saying.
Then I was shipped off to the birthplace of civilization and religion. Mesopotamia
was its name when people first learned to act as a society and question their purpose.
Thousands upon thousands of years ago the people of the Middle East herded sheep and
fought over religious beliefs. Today, the people of the Middle East herd sheep and fight
over religious beliefs.
I was a simple American boy who grew up devoted to Christianity but twice a
year. I was not in the Middle East on a holy mission to conquer and enslave the people of
Iraq in an effort to spread my religion.
So what did I fight for?
Christianity? Hardly. I went to church twice a year.
Democracy? Maybe. But I didn’t do it within a democratic system. I was the
property of the federal government.
I fought for what my parents taught me to believe in. I fought for freedom.

***

Branches on a tree don’t snap like dry sticks. Branches on a tree are green and
alive; they rip apart with a thousand consecutive cracks. I hear the branch I’m standing
on crack apart. The sound of a thousand consecutive cracks in slow motion will haunt my
dreams.
I close my eyes. My sister is screaming. My mind goes blank. It’s not blank from
shock. It’s blank from adrenaline. I am super aware, but unable to react. I can’t scream.
I’m past the point where the mind decides screaming is useful. I am dead.
I’m dying at thirteen in my own backyard.
I hang onto the branch and tuck my head into my chest in a last minute effort to
survive. I feel the green branch rip apart and give way at a point underneath my feet. A
thousand cracks resonate through my hands.
I’ll never know the touch of a girl. Mom and Dad will never see me alive again.
Regan will watch me die. I’ll never go to high school.
Dying is funny. In the elementary years when we begin to understand death, it
scares the hell out of us. It seems too unfair and too unpredictable to be real. Everything
up until that point is laid out as if on an unchanging itinerary. If I get hurt, Mom will heal
me. If I’m in danger, Dad will protect me. If I break a rule, Mom and Dad will punish me.
But death has no such reliability. Death is erratic and indiscriminant, and that scares the
hell out of us.
However, now that I’m faced with my actual death, it’s really not so bad. I’ve
heard it called euphoria, and it’s truly magnificent. I’m falling head first through
hundreds of branches of the old maple tree we always climb, and, normally, I would’ve
picture myself panicking in this situation. But I am as calm as an innocent deer unaware

of cross hairs centered on its chest.
Wait a second; I don’t have to give in this easily.
I open my eyes and see blurs of leaves rushing past me. Branches sting my eyes
and scratch my face. They don’t hurt so much as they do prevent me from keeping my
eyes open.
Grab a branch. Save yourself.
I try with such pathetic effort that I am ashamed.
Never mind.
I fall some more. Sticks cut my arms, face, and legs. My eyes are shut again, and
this dark ride is lasting a very long time. I wonder when it will be over.
Don’t give up. Grab a branch. There’s still time.
I try to open my eyes again and I see the blurry green of speeding leaves. I reach
out, and my thin arm hits a branch and painfully bounces off. There’s no way I’m
successfully grabbing a branch and stopping myself.
I close my eyes and the dark, fast ride continues.
I feel immense pain in my right shin just before my face slams into something
hard. Dirt flies into my mouth, and I taste the tiny rocks and brown grass. My right leg is
wedged between the lowest crotch of the tree.
“REGAN!” I scream. There is grass between my teeth. When I yell my sister’s
name, dirt flies out of my mouth.
I ridicule her constantly and tease her to the point of tears. Then I laugh when she
cries. Now, I scream her name in the most desperate moment of my life.
I jump from the ground and pull my injured leg from the crotch of the tree. I

sprint inside because pure adrenaline has numbed the pain. I open the door with shaky
hands and I run inside.
My mom, maybe out of instinct, is standing on the back porch with wide eyes and
embracing arms. She sees my bloody knee, bruised leg, and the dozens of scrapes on my
arms and legs.
“What happened?” she says. Her tone is alarmed and compassionate.
“I-I-” I stammer. “I fell out of the tree.”
Dad comes in the room.
“Goddamnit!” he yells. “How many times have I told you!”
I can’t talk or make up excuses.
“Is your sister still out there?” he says.
“Y-yes.”
“Jesus Christ,” he says.
Mom dashes out the back door to get Regan, trying not to assume the worst. He
takes me by the shoulders and drives me to the bathroom. My body is numb and I express
no emotion, not even anger at Dad.
“What were you thinking?” He asks as she pours painful antiseptic on my
abrasions. I don’t answer, and he lectures me about why we don’t climb trees.
I know now, I think.
Mom comes back in with Regan while Dad is drawing a bath.
“Jesus, Ryan,” Mom says. She hugs me as I sit speechless on the toilet. “Why
would you climb that high?”
“I don’t know.”

“You nearly killed yourself,” she says. Turning to Dad, “They were at the top of
the tree.”
Dad looks to Regan whose face is red and wet with tears. Regan nods to confirm
the story and then she hugs me.
“I thought you were dead,” she says, crying more.
I just nod. Crying is something I can’t seem to do right now.
“Is anything broken?” Mom asks me.
I shake my head.
“God, I thought you only fell, like, ten feet,” says Dad. “You must have been
thirty feet in the air.”
Thirty-seven actually. Dad’s a land surveyor and, using a tripod, would later
measure the elevation of the point from which I fell. He will also speculate that if my leg
hadn’t caught in the crotch of the tree at the last second, I would have landed on my
neck. Instead, I was swung into the ground mouth first.
“You’re lucky, Ryan,” he says.
Mom says my bath is ready and gets my bathing suit. Everyone leaves the
bathroom and I change. My mind is still in shock, and I do things with no emotion. It’s as
though I’m a robot.
I climb in and my family comes back into the room. My small, immature body is
riddled with cuts and scrapes and the warm water stings them. My sister looks at me in
disbelief thinking I should be dead. My father shakes his head thinking I should be dead.
My mother wets a soapy wash cloth and holds back tears thinking I should be dead.
I am numb. I should be dead.

Mom says, “This will hurt, honey, but I have to do it,” and scrubs the bloody gash
on my knee. I am no longer numb, and I sit upright in the tub.
“It hurts!” I yell.
“I know, honey. Hold still,” she says.
She scrubs the rocks and debris out of my abrasion and rinses it off with warm
water.
“All done,” she says. I am on the verge of tears, and Mom somehow understands
the tough pride in the hearts of little boys. “Everyone, out. Ryan, clean up the rest of your
cuts and I’ll come get you when lunch is ready.”
Mom kisses my forehead and exits the bathroom.
I sit in the shallow water staring at the red cuts on my little body.
I am alive. I should have died, but I am alive.
My eyes tickle and soon my vision becomes blurry with tears. I sob uncontrollably
at the fact that I am alive. My body quivers as I sniffle and bawl tears of regret and
denial. Something saves me today, and I cry because I don’t understand.
“Thank you,” I say.

***

Basic training. Sunday. It was our day off, and we could go to church.
I went to church because it was an escape from the boredom of barracks
maintenance. My friends and I went to a gospel service the first week because we wanted
to see what it was all about. Not to mention it was the longest service. We came in a little

late and sat near the back of the giant theatre. It was the same theatre in which we would
graduate nine weeks later.
Forty robust black women in white robes were swaying, clapping, and singing
their hearts out. The songs were lively and full of inspiring spirit. The pastor was a black
man and between each song he preached at the top of his lungs about unity, love,
forgiveness, and compassion. He spoke from his heart, not his mouth.
This went on for over an hour. Towards the end, the pastor said something, the
details of which I didn’t hear. I don’t know what he said, but he called for people to come
up to the stage.
It was odd, but I felt a need to fulfill his request. I didn’t know what he was
asking for and to this day I’m not sure, but I felt I needed to go up to the stage.
“You wanna go up, man?” I asked my buddy who sat next to me.
“Nah,” he said. Telling myself it was foolish to follow directions I hadn’t even
heard, I almost didn’t go.
“Come on up,” cried the pastor.
“I’m gonna go,” I said smiling trying to make it seem as if it was a game.
“Alright,” said my buddy.
I stood up and walked down the aisle. The theatre was a sea of green camouflage
and shaved heads. Fifteen or so recruits were already lined up shoulder to shoulder at the
front edge of the stage which stood four feet tall. The pastor was on stage in front of them
greeting those who had the courage to take the walk down the theatre aisles. I took my
spot to the right of the recruit who walked in front of me.
Suddenly, tears started flowing. I don’t know why, but I felt as if I had been

changed. I felt relived. The weight of my confused teenage life lifted from my shoulders
and my tears were the uncontrollable manifestation of this relief.
As an adolescent, I had seen my run of trouble, the usual juvenile pot smoking
and mischief. I was deeply frustrated with the reality of the world, and I dealt with it by
rebelling.
I realized that death was an unfair, unpredictable end to an unfair, unpredictable
life so I smoked a couple joints as a means of escape. The materialism of our culture
made itself apparent through television and classmates, so I vandalized material objects.
It was the night of the wrestling banquet my senior year and a couple friends and I drank
too much beer and became too irresponsible. We were arrested in our varsity jackets and
spent the night in jail for breaking the windows of an unoccupied storage shed in the
woods. At jail, our clothes, possessions, and identities were taken and replaced with
green jumpsuits. It was done to teach us a lesson.
Now I stood in a line of bald, green recruits at a gospel service in Missouri. I had
no identity. I was crying, and the pastor was calling us brave. I was a coward. I didn’t
have the word “brave” in my vocabulary. I was ashamed.
This was a place where my only freedom was an hour and a half at church on
Sunday. My family was not here to give me advice, not that I ever took it. My friends
weren’t here to support my excuses, not that I ever needed support to make excuses. All
that was here was me, and I was crying.
I cried because I was sorry.
I was sorry for taking my freedom for granted. I was sorry for being so ungrateful
for the years of commitment it took to raise me. I was sorry for under appreciating my

friends and family. I was sorry for underestimating their advice. I was sorry for
dishonoring myself and my family.
And somehow it seemed that this theatre, this pastor, this place in the line of
camouflaged recruits allowed me to shed the tears I desperately needed to shed. The tears
were regret and denial. The pastor said I was saved that day, and that’s just what it felt
like.
He walked across the line of recruits whispering a prayer for each one. He
approached me, and I lifted my head to see him. My face streamed with salty, shameful
tears, and he put his hand to my forehead.
“Dear child,” he said. Black hand to white forehead. “God be with you.”
“Thank you,” I said.

X. HARD CANVAS

In his ten-year artistic career, Vincent Van Gogh produced more than 800
paintings on more than 800 canvases. During his lifetime, only one of these masterpieces,
“The Red Vineyard”, was sold.

“What do we got today?” asks Ryan Ludwin. He’s poking around inside two
Styrofoam to-go plates from the chow hall. They’re full of oranges, apples, and grapes.
They’re full of silver dollars pancakes and small packages of syrup. They’re full of bite
size breakfast sandwiches and bacon and sausage. They sit next to boxes of orange juice,
grapefruit juice, and fruit punch which are all covered in Arabic writing.
It’s 5:45 a.m. and the to-go plates sit on the hood of our humvee. We’re all half

asleep, sipping coffee, and munching breakfast. Tom Skavenski, our gunner, walks across
the motor pool with his M-60. Ken Renninger, my squad leader, comes by, pats me on
the back and thanks me for once again grabbing breakfast.
“How are we this morning, Smitty?” he asks.
“Pretty good, Sarge,” I say. “Ready for another day?”
“Yep,” he says as he grabs a sausage, egg, and cheese on an English muffin.
I’m the driver of this humvee, bumper number H-105, and only I have it’s keys.
Therefore, early in the morning, shortly after chow opens, I drive down, pick up breakfast
for my crew, and bring it back to the barracks. It isn’t really one of my duties, but I feel
it’s important to have a full stomach before we head out. In the middle of the day, no
matter how starving we are, it’s hard to eat. It usually hovers around 125 degrees in this
part of Iraq, and when it’s that hot, a stomach only prefers water. Anything else feels
foreign and even a little sickening.
The three other humvees are parked throughout the front of the barracks. Their
drivers, gunners, and assistant drivers, called A-drivers for short, are loading gear, water,
and ammo. I follow Skavenski to the ammo shed where he pulls out four boxes of ammo.
I carry two back and hand them up to him as he stands on our armored roof.
After a few minutes, LT rallies the briefing. We form up in a circle around him,
and he gives all the ordinary briefing material. It’s still dark out, so he holds a flashlight
up to the strip map of the route we’ll be working on today. We’ve been doing this
mission for over a month, so we pretty much have it down to a science. Nonetheless,
outside the wire is outside the wire, and the enemy no doubt despises our mission.
We’re pouring concrete into holes created by IED’s. The ground in Iraq is

extremely hard and therefore a landscapers’ worst nightmare. It’s not made for digging
and planting. Most of the IED’s are set on the top of the ground. As one goes off, it
creates a small crater. The insurgents use the same craters over and over again. Thus, the
holes become bigger and bigger. Some of the holes are so big we can stand in them like
foxholes. The major problem with this is that convoys traveling past them can’t see the
bombs until they’re right on top of them. They can’t see the bombs until it’s too late.
We have Turks helping us on our mission, and the insurgents hate this even more.
American soldiers are one thing, but Muslim “traitors” are another. The Turks were the
ones on post who mix and form concrete for barriers, landing pads, sidewalks, and
buildings. They come out with us everyday with two concrete mixing trucks. They pour
the concrete, and we spread and form it.
We go outside the wire wearing full battle rattle which weighs in at about fifty
pounds. It’s 125 degrees outside and we shovel debris out of the holes, pound rebar into
the ground, and rake the concrete even. Some of the sections of road are so bad that we
have a sister engineer company using dozers, loaders, and graders to rip up the entire
road.
The hard dirt underneath becomes our canvas. We come in behind the sister
company and pound rebar, set up forms with 2x4’s, rake the concrete, skreet a board to
level it, and use a cumbersome bole float to smooth it.
We work in shifts. Ryan Ludwin is on the first team. I, the driver, am on the
second. Tom Skavenski, the M-60 gunner, is on the third. Ken Renninger -- my A-driver,
radio man, and squad leader -- supervises. We take turns between raking heavy, soupy
concrete, pulling security, and sitting in the driver’s seat cooling off in the heaven-sent air

conditioning system we’ve hooked up.
Two large tubes run from the trunk to the two front seats. They blow wonderfully
cold air down the back of the driver and A-driver’s neck. We have a cooler with ice and
water and we drink no less than four two liter bottles of water per day.
When the two concrete mixers run out, two humvees escort them back to the base
for a refill, and everyone takes an MRE lunch. Afterwards comes round two. We usually
get back into base around three.
The schedule is never the same, though. It can’t be. Moving steadily down the
road from nine to five on Monday through Friday would make too much of a pattern. We
work one day on, two days off; three days on, one day off; two days on, two days off. We
also jump around the route like crack addicted rabbits. We can’t create a pattern. The
hard canvas’s pattern is having no pattern.
The hardest part is not becoming complacent. With missions like this, a month of
success can really alter our perceptions of danger. That’s just what the enemy wants. We
have to keep him guessing; we have to keep ourselves guessing. Everyday we are out
there, the danger increases.
A medic, from the sister company who is tearing up whole sections of road,
nearly loses his foot on the mission. His humvee moves off the road to the side of the job
site. It finds a great spot to pull security. The enemy is counting on this great spot. By the
time they see the IED sitting in the nearby bushes, it’s too late. The medic is sent to
Germany, where the doctors apparently save his foot. The IED is small, and he is lucky.
Events like this rudely awaken us from our complacency. On a route recon of the
mission, we are also startled out of complacency.

***

There are four vehicles, all humvees. An all humvee convoy is a great way to
travel because we can fly down the road without worrying about 9-16’s or bulky concrete
mixers having to keep up. The faster we go, the better the chances of throwing off the
trigger man’s timing.
We receive a small mission outside of the route we are working on. It’s a giant
IED crater on another road. Some higher-up who knew of our pothole filling efforts
suggested we fill this one since it was becoming such a dangerous hazard. One morning,
an off morning for the concrete mission, we set out to recon the small side mission.
I am driving the third humvee, bumper number H-105. Renninger is my A-driver,
and Skavenski is our gunner. We drive to the recon site, and LT takes photographs and
notes. On the way back to camp, LT, who’s in the first humvee, comes over the radio and
says we’re going to take a quick detour to the route we are currently working on. He just
wants to check it out and find out whatever extra details he can.
We fly down the road, jumping on and off the large patches of concrete we’d
poured. We spray painted the pads, the canvas, while they were still wet. This is to ensure
that after we leave and the concrete is still drying, no one comes and slips in an IED. We
cruise over these random spray patterns.
Someone played tic-tac-toe on one part, and the X’s won. Someone else had
signed their name. Someone else had written “The ‘Shroom Platoon”, our
self-proclaimed nickname. We are the ‘Shroom Platoon because we are shit on all day

and constantly left in the dark. It’s a joke, but not really. Someone wrote it because it’s
something we’ve been holding in, something we’ve been keeping to ourselves. Now it’s
painted on our canvas for all the world to see.
We travel 60+ MPH down the unimproved road. The roar of the diesel engine is
the only thing that can be heard. I watch the second vehicle ahead of me. I continually
vary my distance to throw off any timing a potential trigger man may have.
I see the second humvee, call sign Hunter Two, swerve drastically to the left side
of the road. On the right edge of the road, clear as day, I see a short, black cylinder.
The adrenaline releases, and my mind becomes dizzy but focused.
From the cylinder, across the hard, tan earth, run two wires. One is black and the
other is red.
We are too close to stop, and I instinctively slam the pedal to the floor.
The wires run for about a meter until they hit tall weeds which grow along an
irrigation ditch. No one is around, but there’s no way of knowing how far those wires
run.
The hand held radio crackles to life.
“Did you see that, One?” the vehicle ahead of me asks LT.
No we are almost on top of the small, black cylinder. It’s a land mine, and there’s
no time to stop.
“Get the fuck down, Ski!” Ken Renninger yells to our gunner, Tom Skavenski.
If I stop now, we’ll land somewhere directly before or directly after the IED, so I
keep my foot to the floor and silently pray. I pull the humvee as far to the left as I can,
and we roar past the land mine.

That split second is an eternity. I anticipate the popping thunder. I anticipate red
pieces of Renninger flying into me. Three pictures hang from the windshield. Two are
school pictures of Renninger’s daughter and son. The other is of the blessed Mary. She
holds her son and a wide, sunburst halo shines from behind her head. The pictures
swerve to the right as I swerve the humvee, bumper number H-105, to the left. Skavenski
is ducked down inside the turret and the left side of his lip bulges with Copenhagen. Both
my hands grip the wheel and I teeter on the left edge of the road. The speedometer on the
humvee only goes to sixty. The needle is buried.
No pop.
One more vehicle, one more target, left in this convoy.
Arthur Dodds, who’s a trucker back home and has two kids, one of whom he
nicknamed “Pickleman”, is the a-driver. I struggle to see Hunter Four in my side mirror.
I can’t. The small armored window doesn’t allow enough room for me to see the whole
mirror. Renninger has his Kevlar pressed against his small, armored window. I wait for
the popping thunder.
“You past it yet, Four,” asks LT over the radio.
A couple seconds pass, an eternity passes, before Dodds responds.
“Yeah,” the radio crackles.
“All Hunter elements, this is Hunter One,” LT says. “Halt. Herringbone, over.”
A herringbone is a staggered formation we use when stopping a convoy on the
road. The first vehicle, which is always a gun truck, parks sideways across the middle of
the road; its gunner faces twelve o’clock. The second vehicle, which doesn’t have to be a
gun truck, but is today, parks behind the first to the right side of the road; its gunner

faces three o’clock. The third vehicle, which doesn’t have to be a gun truck, but is today,
parks behind the second vehicle to the left side of the road; its gunner faces nine o’clock.
The last vehicle, which is always a gun truck, parks behind the third vehicle sideways
across the middle of the road; its gunner faces six o’clock.
We immediately check the surroundings for a second set of IED’s. The enemy
knows our tactics well enough to know that a four humvee convoy will usually blow past
an IED and park a certain distance away. They’ll sometimes set up a conspicuous IED
like say, a land mine trailing with wires, and plant more inconspicuous explosives a
certain distance away.
All is clear in our twenty-five meter sweep, and we wait for LT to radio the
Explosive Ordinance Disposal team (EOD) over the SINGARS radio. He tells us that
EOD has been notified and gives us direction on where to go in order to secure the site.
He knows this route like the back of his hand. He’s sure that if we take a farming trail
located off to our right and follow the irrigation ditch like a city block, it will come out to
a location well before the conspicuous black land mine laying on the ground.
“Hunter Three, this is Hunter One, over,” he says.
“One this is Three, over,” Renninger responds.
“You follow me on this dirt trail to our right. Two and Four, secure this side.
Nobody passes. Not even civilians. Over.”
“Roger, One,” Renninger says from our humvee.
“Roger, One,” says the A-driver of the second humvee.
“Roger,” says Dodds from the fourth humvee..
Renninger turns to Skavenski’s legs. “Be ready, Ski.”

“Alright, Sarge,” he says. Tom Skavenski is always ready.
We follow LT out and around the weed-enriched irrigation system. We try to drive
fast here, but it’s difficult on the bumpy, dirt road. Nonetheless, we need to move as
quickly as possible. Being on a road is one thing, but there’s no telling what’s hiding
back here.
LT’s humvee throws up a cloud of restless dirt. The brown dirt has a brick red tint
to it resembling rust. The tall weeds that outline the irrigation ditch whiz by. Their
healthy green color also seems shadowed with rust. We follow the tall weeds. They
remind me of a lengthy row of grapes in a vineyard. The dried clay thrown up by LT’s
humvee now blocks my view. Skavenski chokes on the rust and I have to back off.
“Still back there, Three?” LT asks over the radio.
“Yeah, we’re here,” says Renninger into the hand held. “We’ll follow your trail,
over.”
“Roger.”
We pull around the first turn. A family of sustenance farmers stands off to the
side. They’re not used to seeing military convoys back here and they give us a confused
look. The children run to the edge and give us a thumbs up. One of them motions for a
bottle of water. We fly past them. There’s no time for sentiment.
We get around the second corner and fly to the road. Once there, we set up a tiny
box formation. We pull sideways across the road so both drivers are facing toward the
inside. Tom Skavenski points his turret toward six o’clock and Jason Demarco, LT’s
gunner, points his toward twelve o’clock.
We wait about thirty minutes, which is exceptionally short for such a situation,

until EOD shows up. They park in between our two box formations and break out the
bomb inspecting robot. They shortly conclude that the IED is a dud. It’s a fake,
conspicuous land mine and was only set up to watch our reaction.
The whole time, there is a man standing three hundred meters away. He has a
pair of binoculars and is watching our every move. We can’t shoot him because of the
Geneva Conventions; he holds no weapons and poses no immediate threat to our convoy.
Despite hours of self-debate, we understand that it has to be this way.
This is how the enemy knows our tactics.
This is how we avoid remaining complacent.

***

We came back out for another month to paint our canvas with hajji concrete and
green spray paint. The days were long and hard, but the mission was tremendously
important. It certain wasn’t immediately gratifying; we were sweaty and tired and the
ripped up road ahead of us seemed much longer than the patched road behind us.
Nonetheless, we were no doubt saving people’s lives by accomplishing this mission. At
the very least, we delayed the insurgents from killing more infidels.
It wasn’t a weapons cache-searching mission in which we kicked down doors. We
poured concrete. But we saved lives. Sure, it wasn’t direct, but if our efforts stopped even
one insurgent from reusing a crater to kill another soldier or civilian, they were worth it.
No news reporters followed us around. Soldiers saving lives aren’t as interesting as
soldiers taking lives. America’s not aware of soldiers’ honor unless it involves POW’s or

medals of valor. I can only hope that our accomplishments are understood in more depth
than chain emails and supportive bumper stickers. Sometimes, however, it seems as if
they’re left in Iraq with the spray paint on hajji concrete.
The hard canvas we painted in Iraq was one of scar tissue. It was a bunch of holes
crudely patched with cheap concrete. It was a stretch of road that was previously
unmanageable. It was a makeshift job, but it worked. It didn’t match the rest of the road,
but The ‘Shroom Platoon did its part. We were a platoon full of GI Joe Schmos and we
painted our canvas.

XI. STUFFED ANIMALS

“What should we name him?”
“Jerkface,” Jesse Smith said around the wad of Copenhagen that was packed
behind his bottom lip.
“Let’s see what kind of tricks he can do.”
Jerkface was a small, grayish-brown bird. He was the color of rocks and dust, the
color of Iraq. He was one of the several birds who lived in the palm trees outside our
barracks. Few birds were brave enough to come near us, but this one often flew down for
a little chat. Austin Rhodes and Justin Green had taken Jerkface into their room where he
sat on our fingers like a trained parrot.
For about an hour we played with the little bird, spread his legs apart, bobbed him

up and down, made him dance, passed him from hand to hand, finger to finger, testing his
patience. We played with him like children play with stuffed animals. He looked at us
with dumb eyes and went along. He looked at us as though he had no control over what
was happening. But he hardly seemed to care.
As he sat perched on my finger, dancing because I was making him, I looked at
Jerkface, studied him. He was the size of any little robin or finch back home. Gray-brown
like the desert, his little beak almost seemed to be smiling. He sat on my finger calm and
collected, breathing casually, wondering about this new experience. I looked at Jerkface
and wondered if he knew how lucky he was to be dumb.
It suddenly occurred to me that when I was shipped to The Sandbox, I probably
had the same dumb look on my face. I looked around at my new environment and
wondered what it was all about. I took it all in, darted my head from side to side, and
pecked at my food as some great, unseen force took me by the legs and forced me to
dance.
Let’s see what kind of tricks he can do.
As I sat in my barracks at night, I lay still, desensitized and dumb. A mortar could
come crashing through the ceiling at any second, but it was fairly unlikely. So I sat calm
and collected, breathing casually, wondering about this new experience.
When I wanted to eat I went to the chow hall. Jerkface went to the palm tree.
When I wanted to play, I went to our makeshift volleyball court. Jerkface went to the
palm tree. When I wanted to talk to my family, I went to the internet café. Jerkface went
to the palm tree. This was Jerkface’s home. I was occupying his home, but he didn’t seem
to mind. Maybe he thought my Joe Schmo friends and I could make his home better.

After all, we often gave him treats from the mountain of packages sitting on the shelves
in the barracks. Jerkface liked crackers. At least he never had to eat MREs.
We didn’t eat them everyday, but we ate them often enough. If you’re wondering
what it’s like to eat an MRE in Iraq, try this: find your favorite piece of cardboard,
smother it with cheese flavored hamburger grease, and you have the pre-meal snack. For
the MRE meal, take another piece of cardboard and cut it into bit size pieces. Soak the
card board pieces overnight in a mixture of coagulated gravy, Tabasco sauce, and old,
sticky tomatoes. Disperse fifty pounds of gear between your head, shoulders, and chest
and have a seat on the floor in front of your stove. Turn the stove on, place a fan inside,
and sit so the fan blows directly on your face. Now, tip your garbage can over to simulate
any given Iraqi street and you’ll have the typical situation in which we ate MREs.
Funny, though, the Iraqi kids loved the things. Their eyes lit up like Christmas
candles when they saw a box of MREs. They even knew the acronym. They would grab
the bulging brown package out of our hands and sit criss-crossed with it in their lap.
Ripping it open, they quickly tossed the spoon and utility pack full of napkins, salt, and
matches as these items were apparently useless. They found the “entrée” first and tore
into it, exposing the brown sludge that was supposed to pass as beefsteak and
mushrooms. Not that it wasn’t beefsteak and mushrooms. It most certainly was. After all,
turkey, cranberry sauce, croissants, and sweet potatoes are still a fine Thanksgiving meal
even if they’re pureed together and vacuum packed for three years, right?
Either way, watching the young Iraqi children tear into something as disgusting as
MRE beefsteak and mushrooms turned my stomach with both disgust and pity. I laughed
when I thought of elementary classmates who used to peel the crust off their sandwiches

at lunch. The Iraqi kids always tossed the spoon. They ate the MREs with their hands as
if they were so starving as to negate the use of any civilized behavior whatsoever. Not
that civilization didn’t seem stuck in the seventh century B.C. in Iraq.
Hell, even the dogs were weary of the MREs. On the IED crater-filling mission, a
skinny little mutt came up to us with a friendly grin. His hair was short and the color of
Iraq, dusty red-brown. He looked at us with flexing nostrils as we spooned out MRE
slush. We petted him on the head and named him Haji. He was rather friendly and we
looked for a collar. Yeah, right. There’s a culture-based functional fixation if I ever saw
one: expecting a wandering Iraqi dog to have proper identification.
My name is “Haji”. I belong to Malhabar Azwiki at 666 North Ambush Drive,
Balad, Iraq.
Haji looked like he hadn’t eaten in weeks. He reminded me of the dogs they pick
up on those animal cop shows, the ones that come from a 20x15 chain-link fenced
backyard where twelve mangy mutts live in their own feces. We could see Haji’s ribs and
feel his spine when we stroked his back. But he looked happy, like any other hungry dog.
One of us had ravioli and we tossed a few pieces on the ground in front of him.
He approached the ravioli and gave it a sniff. I remembered a little boy who tore into a
similar MRE with such speed that he had no time for a spoon. Haji the Dog was starving.
Surely, he would eat the ravioli and come begging for more. He sniffed it once, then
twice, then turned and walked away, apparently insulted.
We threw our heads back in laughter. Haji the Dog trotted away, off to find some
real food worthy of his time and energy. Maybe he was already too stuffed to enjoy our
MRE ravioli. We didn’t have to say a word. We just shook our heads and ate the rest of

our MREs.

***

A note was lying on my bunk. The address on the front was in my father’s
handwriting: all symmetrical capital letters that slanted to the right. That handwriting
exists in many of my childhood memories. I looked up to that handwriting. It represented
the man I was to become. I write in all capital letters now, too.
I loved getting letters from my father. It was our own special time together, a time
for regret, denial, and pride. A time for the honor that can exist in nothing other than the
complex relationship between father and son. This time was ours and ours alone.
I loved getting his letters because my father is very articulate. He doesn’t have a
masters in English. Meaning he’s not articulate in the sense that he can spit out six
syllable words in every sentence. But he has the truly rare ability to tell a story, to use
language uniquely. He can put his thoughts into words in an organized, coherent manner
in such a way that causes the reader to completely understand what he is trying to say.
Without conscious knowledge or intent, my dad taught me to write.
I loved reading his letters. I loved hearing his stories.
That’s another ability my father has which I admire, the ability to chat. My
father loves talking to people, figuring them out, cluing in and finding out how innately
similar we all are, we human beings. My mother often said, “Your father would talk to a
lamp post if he thought it would listen.” My father has the gift of gab, and it’s served him
well. It even helped me while I sat on a slumped army bunk in the middle of Iraq

wondering about the following day, if I should face my new mission with fear or faith.
Anticipating what new things he had to tell me, I sat holding his newest letter. It
was a thick envelope, and after opening it I saw it came with pictures, two digital pictures
printed off a computer. In the first half of the letter, Dad told me that the pictures were
from “Drake Island” in Follensby Clear Pond, New York. My parents and a bunch of
their friends camped out on a small, state owned island. They had bonfires and ate
baked beans, hot dogs, and s’mores. They played cards and swam and swapped stories.
All the real good stuff. The stuff fathers and sons do to learn about one another.
Wish you could’ve been there, Ryan.
Me too, Dad.
The second half of the letter was about the hard reality of the trip. Afterwards, my
parents had put their dog, Haley, to sleep. She wasn’t that old, about eight years, but
she’d slipped a disc in her lower back a year before I’d left for Iraq. She’d become
paralyzed from the waist down, dragging her back half around with her like a donkey
pulling a cart.
The vacation started out great. Mom, Haley, and I went camping Friday morning.
Haley had regained most of her control, but her bowels never fully recovered. For
two years, she’d been crapping without control. She would let a log out in the middle of
the living room while my parents were at work. After eight years of proper house
training, Haley felt so guilty for having pooped where my parents watch television that
she would eat the log, leaving only a small stain on the carpet. It was disgusting, but it
was loyalty. It was honor.
She shit in the backseat of the truck as I was driving up North, gotta love that

fresh country air.
They had a doggy diaper for her, one with a hole cut for the tail, but she hated it.
My parents hated it too. It wasn’t fair to keep her alive like that. I looked at the two
pictures. One was of all the guys gathered around a improvised log-table scattered with
liquor bottles. The men were smiling and bonding. The other picture was of Haley and
Dad. She sat underneath a collapsible chair, the kind that litters the sidewalk during a
Fourth of July fireworks show. My father sat in the chair above her. His shirt was off and
a beer was in his hand, the Dad pose. He had a bathing suit on that was too high on his
thighs, Dad Shorts, and a cowboy hat rested in his lap. The brown, leafy earth below him
stretched to the curtain of green, leafy trees behind him. A tent lay in the background
with a makeshift clothesline drying towels in the foreground. My father’s dog, Haley, his
best friend, a lovable Golden Retriever who wanted nothing more than some company,
lay under his collapsible chair. She was asleep, exhausted from the trip.
…we got to the boat launch (the only way to the island). I loaded the canoe with
all my gear and tied Haley to the front seat. We headed into a ten mile-an-hour wind. She
did okay until she saw a loon 50 feet away. She wanted to play, but tying her down
worked well.
All Haley ever wanted to do was play. Back half working or not, she wanted to
chase sticks, my sister and me, chipmunks, the cat, or loons on a lake. On land, she could
hardly walk. If she got too excited over food or playtime, her back half collapsed and she
dragged it behind her like a collapsible chair after the Fourth of July grand finale. The
island was Haley’s grand finale.
In the water, where she’d always been a natural as Golden Retrievers are, Haley

was her old self. The rules of gravity were suspended for a minute and Haley pumped her
back legs like she used to. She could play fetch again. She could run again. No weight on
her legs. No pain. No puppy-dog-eye shame because she crapped on the kitchen floor
again. Her mouth always formed a natural smile when she panted. Her smile in the water
was ear to ear.
My father sat frozen in time in my hands. His best friend lay underneath his chair
with her eyes closed and mouth in the dirt. Only my father knew it would be her last
outing. She lay, dumb and lucky, sleeping off the long day. She lay calm and collected,
breathing casually, wondering about this new experience.
My father had complete control over Haley’s life. He had to play God, but he
hated having to do so. He decided that she’d had a good life. Her grand finale was the
best it could possibly be. She swam just like she used to, played like a puppy again,
smiling from floppy ear to floppy ear.
I guess that’s one good thing about dying young, you’re remembered for your
purity, vigor, and spontaneity. You’re not remembered for your deteriorating existence.
Still doesn’t make it fair.
I took Haley to the vet in the morning…
My heart sank and was lifted into my throat at the same time. Haley loved the vet.
She loved the smell of other dogs. She loved to be social. She would bark at a lamp post
if she thought it would listen. Her mouth formed a natural smile when she panted.
…and buried her soon there after.
Something in that sentence reeked of regret. My father didn’t fully believe it was
the best option. He hated playing God.

She sat with me in the front seat on the way home.
Haley was never allowed in the front seat. She got too excited, too happy, and
Dad yelled at her.
I cried like a baby the whole way back.
She was dead. My father’s best friend was dead. I looked at the picture once
again. Haley’s grand finale. She looked happy and peaceful, collapsed there underneath
the Fourth of July chair.
I put her in the grave with your “who’s your doggy” bandana still on her.
Heather and I gave Haley a bright blue bandana to wear around her neck that
begged the innuendo “Who’s your doggy?” It was cute, and Haley loved it because we
loved it.
I thought of all the times I had with that dog. All the times I chased her in the
snow or in the lake. All the times I tackled her and she stood up ready for more. All the
times I slept next to her on the floor. All her panting smiles. The way she used to lay on
the floor, take a deep breath, and exhale methodically before her eyes closed. I knew now
that when she was put to sleep, Haley didn’t take a final, deep breath of air. She went to
sleep out of routine, because she didn’t really go to sleep at all.
I laid her on her pad with all her stuffed animals around her.
The image sticks in my head as if I were there: Dad tossing Haley’s toys, one by
one -- the squeaky bear with dried spit that caked its hair together, the yellow duck she
used to pull the stuffing out of, the stuffed hot dog with red ketchup and yellow mustard
fabric sticking out of the top-- into a shallow grave in the backyard. Haley lying there -She looked peaceful.

-- wearing the faded blue bandana we loved, she loved. Her distinguished white
snout and golden fur. No pain. No puppy-dog-eye shame because she crapped on the
kitchen floor again. Her mouth would be in a bit of a smile because she was happy. She
was finally resting. Finally at peace.
Then I added another headstone to our pet cemetery.
Let’s try and keep that a pet only cemetery.
Keep your head down over there, Ryan.
I wish it was that simple, Dad.
I miss you.
I miss you, Dad.
I love you.
I love you, Dad.
There on my slumped army bunk, I cried.

XII. WE CALL IT RELIEF

We get this box delivered to our barracks. It’s for the entire platoon. It’s from an
elementary school in North Carolina. I don’t remember if it’s from someone associated
with the unit, or if it’s from one of those random school drives made to support the
troops.
The box contains some food: Slim Jims, instant tea, instant coffee, Pringles,
gummy worms, peppermints, caramels, cookies, and mixed salted peanuts. The box also
contains hygiene products: body soap, shampoo, deodorant, baby “field” wipes, chap
stick, moisturizer, and pocket-sized bottles of antibacterial hand sanitizer.
These items are so appreciated and so vital to our welfare. A package with true
thought behind it means more than people will ever know. It’s not a necessity feeling of
“Thank God, I was almost out of soap.” We could easily walk to the post PX and pick up

a bar of soap. It’s the feeling we get from knowing we’re thought of.
Our real home, the other side of the world is, in all depressing reality, on the other
side of the world. We can’t see the magnetic, yellow ribbons declaring support. We can‘t
see signs on people’s front lawns expressing patriotism. We aren’t in a parade. We forget.
The war is in the way. Whether it’s breathing down our necks or somewhere far away,
the war is in the way. It always will be.
Bottom line: it’s nice to get a little slap on the back once in a while.
Like I said, the packages of hygiene products are great. The food is great. But the
best part about packages which come from the hands of children are the letters. These are
the people we’re here for. This is the literal future we’re fighting for, and, in all bitter
honesty, we’re tired of the nagging, debating, bullshit that goes on back home. We don’t
care anymore. We know more, we’ve seen more, and we’re just plain sick of it. The kids
don’t write to us about their political views.
Call it ignorance. Call it naïve. Call it unrealistic.
We call it relief.

***

There’s something innately comforting about sitting on your bunk and picking up
a folded piece of green construction paper. On the front, in black crayon, there’s an
awkward trapezoid sitting on a lumpy conveyor belt. It’s a second grader’s rendition of a
tank, and a smiling face wearing a World War II helmet sticks out of the top. The cannon
shoots a pointy specimen across the length of the paper. You can tell the pointy specimen

is shot from the tank’s cannon because there are three bullet-straight lines connecting the
two.
At the top, in blue crayon, is the word “SOLDIER”. Perhaps the most adorable
part is the fact that after the word “soldier” there is a comma. You know it’s
unnecessary, but the comma’s there because this child knows that when you address a
letter, you put a comma after the name.
Your name is Soldier, and this is the letter that was left on your bunk this evening.
You open the card. It’s edges don’t quite line up right and the vertical crease on
the inside runs a slightly diagonal path. On the left side of the card, there is a big
drawing of the American flag. There are only about a dozen blue stars in the upper
left-hand corner. They are unsymmetrical, crooked, and perfect.
The child tried to use a white crayon for the stripes but hasn’t yet learned that
white crayon never works out well. Uneven, horizontal streaks of pale wax alternate with
uneven, horizontal red lines to form the rest of the flag. There are only seven stripes total.
And underneath it all is a big, red “U”; a waxy, white “S”; and a dark blue “A”. It is
perfect.
On the right side, a message sums up everything the kid would ever want to know
about you. In lopsided, misspelled, and perfect words he writes, “How is Irak? Is it

hot there? I have a dog. He pees and maks my dad mad. Do you hav a dog?
Are you a general or a captin?” The innocence of this last statement makes you
chuckle. Knowing that these questions are inadvertently rhetorical cuts your laughter
short. At the bottom, the exact way his teacher had taught him, he writes, “Thank you.

From, Tim O.”

You don’t cry; it’s a touching card, but you don’t cry, not fully. The corners of
your eyes start to feel like they’re being tickled, but you don’t cry. There’s no need to cry.
It’s just a piece of paper. The gluey, pulp smell of the construction paper plants you back
in the innocence of second grade, but there’s no need to cry. There’s a war going on
outside, and you’d give anything to be in second grade and innocent. But you don’t cry.
You read the last line one more time, and you touch the raised, waxy letters.
“Thank you.” You touch it, and you feel it. You really feel it. You’re amazed at how
easy it is to say, yet it seems so hard for so many. You’re amazed at how much courage it
takes to say, and at the courageous young boy who sent you this card.
You reread the card, making sure you didn’t miss anything. Then you touch it
some more, feeling its love, its innocence, its honor. A little tear falls down your face, and
you breathe in the last line, “thank you”. You lay down on your bunk. The war will be
there tomorrow. The only thing that matters tonight is this green piece of construction
paper.
And you call it relief.

***

I hear Folden laughing in the hallway. I’m supposed to call him sergeant when I
address him, and I do. But we lose our rank in memories. His name is Tim Folden and he
is my brother. He lives in West Virginia, and I haven’t once corresponded with him since
we’ve been home. But he is my brother.
Folden has a laugh that makes those around him laugh. He laughs a lot, but he

doesn’t laugh unless something’s truly funny. He has a thick, West Virginia accent, and
great singing voice. He loves the comedy of Larry the Cable Guy and Rodney Carrington.
Tim Folden taught me the basic chords on the guitar. He said, “Once you get G, C, and D
down, you’ll take right off,” and he was right.
I can remember his rhythmical laugh like a boy remembers his father shaving in
the bathroom mirror. I hear Folden laughing, and I’ve pinpointed the origin to that of the
main hallway where our fridge and microwave are. It’s off-duty hours and people are
watching movies on laptops or playing cards. Some are at chow and some are reading
books. Tim Folden, Will Buckelew, Ken Payne, and Marc Zerega are standing in front of
the fridge in hysterics.
They are all sergeants, but we lose our rank in memories. Payne is an introverted,
southern black man, and he stomps his feet and claps his hands when he laughs. Zerega is
from Maryland, but now lives in Georgia, but used to live in Seattle, or something. He
has a maniacal quality in his laugh that makes you want to lose your sanity because it
seems like so much fun. And Buckelew, well, Buckelew is a character. I wrote a song
about Buckelew after I learned G, C, and D on the guitar. If I may digress…
It was actually the first song I’ve ever written and my favorite thus far. It has two
chords: G and D. They simply alternate back and forth with a steady rhythm. It’s basic,
but that’s all it needs to be.
We were on a mission and stopped off in some base. We had to spend a night and
since I always brought my guitar on missions, it was naturally by my side. I had just
started getting the basic chords down.
Folden, Buckelew, and I were sitting on our cots in a tent. There may have been

others, but I can’t remember. Buckelew was reading a novel, and Folden was listening to
me develop my skills while patiently waiting for the moment when I would break grips
and swing the guitar his way.
Buckelew turned away from his novel for a moment, grinned, and said, “Hey
Smithson. You should write a song about me.”
“What do I call it?”
He thought for a moment and, confidently (which is how Will Buckelew did
everything), he named the first song I ever wrote, “The Funky Buckelew.”
This song was not one with what you’d call a… point. It’s a toe tapping,
stuck-in-your-head-all-day song about the greatest dance the world will ever know, The
Funky Buckelew.
To get the full effect, you’d have to hear the song and personally know Wilfred
Buckelew III. But just for a taste, near the end of the song, after the logistics of the dance
have been explained, the lyrics go something like this:
Yeah, The Funky Buckelew is the funkiest way
to funk all night and get funked all day.
The proceeding three or four lines, which are the last of the song, involve nothing
but sexual innuendo and ultimately result in the veritable “Buck Funking” of your cat.
Like I said, you’d need to know Buckelew, but you get the idea.
These four men, my brothers, are standing in front of the fridge laughing. Payne’s
bent over making wheezing noises and has stomped his way almost halfway down the
hall to the next bay. Buckelew belly laughs through an enormous grin. Folden also belly
laughs, but it seems more at Payne’s antics than anything else. Zerega’s eyes are wide

and he can barely control himself enough to say, “Smitty, come here! You’ll love this!”
On the fridge hangs a card. It is a folded piece of gray construction paper. It’s
been folded inside out because the joke, apparently, is on the inside. Zerega takes it
down, and, just for effect, folds it right side out again. He hands it to me and grins. The
others are smiling and waiting for my reaction.
On the front is the usual crayon drawing of soldiers with helmets, guns, and flags.
I open it up and the message is written in pencil, making it very easy to read:

My name’s Robby and I go to Lincoln Elementary School. I’m 9 1/2.
How is the war? Did you get shot? My daddy was in The Gulf War. He said
he caught crabs in the war. Do you catch crabs?

We laugh until our sides ache. We make impressions of a father joking with his
buddies about catching a venereal disease in Desert Storm. We imagine a little boy
overhearing him and taking it as the mere reminiscence of good shellfish trapping.
“Seabass!” I say as he walks by on his way back from the shower. “Come here!
You’ll love this!”
We call it relief.

XIII. THE LIGHTER SIDE

I. RECYCLED ARMY CHOW…

While we were still in Kuwait, LT, Munoz, Roman and I were given the task of
range watching. Kuwait, besides being the country to which the Navy brings our
equipment, is designed to train soldiers entering Iraq. We’d already been to this range for
training, and now we were back to act as security guards.
The range was a fake town. A mock convoy full of apprehensive soldiers drove
through every thirty minutes or so and fired at pop up targets. Some of the targets were
angry looking people holding weapons. Others were smiling families.
The mock convoys drove through the mock town, firing at mock targets, not
firing at mock families, and weaving from mock bombs. Then they parked in a box
formation and held an After Action Review (AAR). Each convoy came through three

times. The first time was a dry run. In other words no rounds were used. The second time
was half speed; blank rounds were used. The third time was full speed; live rounds.
Munoz and I sat three hundred meters away watching the route for safety
purposes. LT and Roman were off toward the beginning of the range. We weren’t
watching for people so much as camels. We were out there for two days, and we didn’t
see a single camel. We took turns between dozing off and watching the route.
There was nothing around for miles but the range and a six foot sign marking our
spot for camel watching. It was December and it was pretty cold out. During the day, it
was roughly forty-five degrees, and during the night, it got down around thirty. It rained a
lot and the wind never stopped blowing. The elements were tolerable, however, because
we sat in a humvee all day.
“Oh, man. I gotta shit,” said Neil Munoz, my platoon sergeant. He shifted around
in his seat apparently trying to hold it in. No one had thought to place port-a-johns at the
camel watching points. I have no idea why.
“Better hold it,” I said. I went back to reading a book.
He held it in for a while, but we still had six hours out here. He gave up. A
convoy had just pulled through and sat three hundred meters away off to our left. I was
the driver, and we faced the range so that the passenger side of the humvee couldn’t be
seen by the parked convoy.
“Alright, I’m going for it,” announced Munoz. I laughed.
We always kept toilet paper in the humvees and he grabbed our roll. He glanced
out my window to make sure the convoy was still parked. He opened his door and
squatted on the passenger side. He grabbed the edge of his door and used it to brace

himself so he could sit as if in a chair. All I could see was his head out of the back seat
passenger’s window. I predicted that his boom-boom landed somewhere next to that
door.
He finished up and pulled himself back into his seat.
“Ahh…” he said.
“I can’t believe you just did that, Sergeant,” I laughed.
He shrugged. “I had to go. Just watch out on this side. I pushed some dirt over it,
so don’t step on the mound.”
A couple hours later, I had to pee. Another convoy had rolled through, camel free,
and was parked in a box formation conducting an AAR. The wind was blowing from
where the convoy was parked, so I stood at the rear of the humvee with my back to the
wind so as to avoid spray back. Munoz leaned his head out the window.
“Watch out for my shit,” he said.
“Alright,” I said looking down at the small pile of dirt on the ground outside the
back passenger seat. I had already seen it and was conscious of the fact that it existed.
When I was done, I shook and buttoned my DCU pants. I looked out over the flat,
brown desert and decided I wanted a cigarette. I didn’t really smoke, but this was a
stupidly dull duty. Smoking was something to do besides stretch my legs.
I pulled the lighter from my front pocket and tried to burn the cigarette hanging
from my mouth. The wind blew hard and the lighter’s flame wouldn’t stay up. I turned
my back to the wind and tried some more. This didn’t work either.
The back of the humvee was built like a truck bed and stood half as tall as the
cabin. The wind was blowing right over it, so I moved to the left, finding shelter from the

wind behind the back passenger seat.
The cigarette lit, and I stood up from my bent
over-lighting-a-cigarette-in-desert-wind position. Gazing out over the flat, brown desert
once again, I inhaled a few times. I could see the curve of the Earth, which was
something I had never seen but on the ocean.
God, it’s boring out here, I thought.
I fussed around like people do when they’re bored, when they’re smoking. I
shifted weight from one foot to the other and absent mindedly twisted my feet in the
dusty landscape.
Uh oh, I thought. Please tell me it’s farther left.
I slowly brought my head down to my feet. There between them was light, desert
brown swirled like ice cream with dark, Munoz brown. I lifted my feet and looked at the
bottom. The treads were thoroughly packed with sticky, recycled army chow.
I looked around for a place to wipe it off. The only thing around besides the
humvee was the range sign. It stood about seven feet tall and was a big white sign with
black letters that read “Range 2”. It was supported by two 4x4 posts, on which I rubbed
my shit covered boots. Munoz looked out the window with a confused look on his face.
He stuck his head out and looked at his now trampled pile. He laughed heartily.
“You stupid ass,” he said.
I grabbed some water and a big rock with which I washed and scraped the treads
of my boots.
“You eat corn yesterday?” I asked my platoon sergeant.

II. WHOSE MISCHIEF, AND WHO’S MANAGEMENT?…

A captain is a commissioned officer.

Ours was an absent minded control

freak who had no idea how to plan a successful mission. He thought making us yell
“adapt and overcome” as we came to attention in formation was an effective method of
motivation. He never knew it, but The Shroom Platoon always yelled “inept and
overdone”. The best adjective I can use to describe the captain is useless. In a way, I
guess that’s the reason we decided to give him a taste of his own medicine.
It was on the Samarra mission. We were at FOB Summerall, which I believe is
somewhere outside of Tikrit. It was a couple hours away from Samarra and it’s where we
called home on that mission. We slept on army cots in a large tent with plywood floors.
During winter, it rains in Middle Eastern countries. It was January, and by the
second week of the mission, all our cots were crowded together in the center of the tent.
The tents were good, but they must not have been set up during the rainy season. There
was some slack around the edges where the water pooled up and dripped inside. This got
anything sitting underneath the edges soaking wet. We quickly learned not to sleep there.
The captain came to spend a few days on the mission and act like he knew what
was going on. He came in one evening before it started to rain. He set up a cot on the
outskirts of the thirty other cots pushed toward the middle of the tent. He never gave a
second thought as to why no cots were placed anywhere near the edges of the tent. It
didn’t surprise us. That’s why half our missions ended up rat-ass backwards and
needlessly dangerous.

Also unsurprising, while he wrestled with the cumbersome army cot, no one
offered him a hand. Not addressing matters that would undoubtedly result in failure was
our way of giving the captain a taste of his own medicine.
Another thing that must be understood: the captain was a tremendous neat freak.
He never failed to wear gloves when he wasn’t inside. In fact, I never even saw him
outside during a sandstorm. Our lieutenant said he made a conscious effort to not only be
as dirty as possible when he went into the captain’s office but to touch anything he could
and move everything out of its designated spot. He said he could watch the disgust roll
across the captain’s face during these encounters.
It didn’t start raining until at about two o’clock in the morning when we were
woken up by the captain’s lone, key chain flashlight as it danced across his cot and the
rest of his belongings.
I stuck my head out of my sleeping bag, saw his blue LED light waving around,
laughed to myself, and rolled back over to fall asleep. I didn’t laugh so much at the fact
that he got soaked, nor even that no one told him he would get soaked. I laughed because,
in the middle of the night when all his stuff was wet and he was awoken by water
dripping on his forehead, the captain had taken the time to put on his gloves.

***

The Shroom Platoon’s lieutenant, Andrew P. Zeltwanger, was exceptional in
every sense of the word. He had a masters’ degree in bioengineering, and had spent his
first four years in the military as an enlisted combat engineer; he was a spec-4 like the

rest of us when he decided to become a commissioned officer. He was extremely
intelligent, and not only in the bookworm sense. He was very personable and well
rounded.
He loved Cuban cigars as well as extra dry martinis. He loved reading humorous
Christopher Moore novels as well as the profound literature of war. He loved listening to
the London Philharmonic Orchestra’s symphonic tribute to Led Zeppelin as well as the
new Tool album. He researched new medical technologies for a living and was also
interested in becoming an acupuncturist. He was a devout Buddhist raised by devout
Protestants. The best adjective I can use to describe LT is inspiring. In a way, I guess
that’s the reason I decided to fart on him.
We were hanging out in the Sumerall tent during the Samarra mission. It was after
dinner chow. We were sleep deprived and past the point of being overtired. We were
funny, witty, and full of deep, grueling energy. It was roughly nine o’clock and we
should have been sleeping, but no one slept. We were telling riddles. We kept each other
thinking, on our toes, even while we were exhausted. I suppose, in its own right, it was
training.
I told a riddle that I’d heard somewhere: “A farmer has twenty sick sheep; one
dies. How many are left.” Normally, people answer twenty-five until they’re blue in the
face. The answer is, of course, nineteen, and it seems like a stupid riddle when it’s written
on paper. But audibly, when someone says “twenty sick sheep”, it comes out “twenty-six
sheep.”
I gave the answer as LT came walking up to our congregate of overtired, comical
soldiers. He was overtired, too, probably to a higher degree than any of us. Nonetheless,

he came over to spend some time with his soldiers. He was the opposite of the captain.
I stood up and said, “I have a riddle for you, sir.”
At this point, LT did something he often liked to do. It was a playful sort of
intimidation, especially to those of shorter stature, and he usually did it when he was
overtired and feeling goofy. LT is 6’2” and I am 5’6”. He steadily walked toward me, and
I steadily backed up. He got police-interrogation close and stared me down, grinning
while I told my riddle.
“…how many are left?” I finished.
He kept walking. We were ten feet away from the original group and walking in
the space where people had learned not to store their cots or belongings. It was this point
when I felt something brewing down below. It was unnecessary for LT to still be
towering a full head above me with his shit-eating grin, so I figured I better do something
about it.
I quickly turned so my butt was facing him, let out a tiny squeaker, and turned
back to face him. If rabbits burp, I suppose that’s what they’d sound like. It was one of
those mark-your-territory types of farts.
It worked because LT stopped dead in his tracks. Our group suddenly exploded in
laughter, and LT’s jaw dropped.
“Push,” was all he said through his grin.
I got down and started doing pushups. From the group, above the laughter, I heard
Zerega say, “You don’t fart on a commissioned officer in the US Army!”
I think it took a second or two for LT to realize what happened, but once he did,
he laughed also. He decided he needed a spot to sit and contemplate the answer to my

riddle. Since no cots were nearby, he figured my back was the next best thing. Flattening
me onto the dirty wooden floor, he took a seat.
“I didn’t say stop,” he said. I made a feeble attempt to push with him on my back,
but to no avail.
“Recover, Smithson,” he said as he got off of me. “You know, they put you
through a lot of training classes when you become an officer. What to do when one of
your soldiers farts on you, however, is not one of them!
“You looked like a squid shooting its ink,” he said. “I can’t even be mad at you.
You were desperate, and that was brilliant.”
LT called me “Squidy” for two weeks.

III. IT’S NOT EASY PULLING TEETH… OR EATING PEACHES…

“Somebody has to stay and watch him,” said Munoz.
“I’ll stay back,” I immediately offered. How could I turn this down?
“Alright, we’ll bring you guys back a plate.”
Austin Rhodes just had all four wisdom teeth pulled. Normally, dentists won’t
pull all four in one shot, but this was the army and we were in a combat zone. There was
no time for mercy.
Rhodes didn’t feel the slightest ounce of pain because he was still drugged from
whatever they gave him at the dentist. Drugged may not be the right adjective.
Downright, royally stoned seems more appropriate.

Rhodes sat in a chair in a drunken slumped position. His head was back, jaw
open, and the massive amount of gauze in the back of his mouth made it difficult for him
to talk.
“No tea-bagging Rhodesh,” he said. We just laughed.
LT walked by, saw Rhodes in a posture like that of someone on an inebriated,
chili dog binge and asked if he was feeling okay.
“Sir, you arn gonna teabag me are ya?”
LT laughed, assured him that he wasn’t, and headed off to chow with the other
guys.
Rhodes and I sat in the hallway next to the fridge and he told me all about how
he’d fought to stay awake while the dentist intravenously knocked him out.
“I don think itsch werrkin’,” he had told the dentist. The dentist prepped another
needle and gave him a second dose. “Then my head juss fell back and I passhed owt.”
Rhodes faked his head falling back and almost fell out of the chair. This is why he needed
a guardian while the rest of the guys went to lunch chow.
I caught him and lifted him back into his seat.
“Thanksch,” he muttered.
He looked to the dry erase board next to him. It had all the soldiers from the
‘Shroom Platoon listed by last name and small, corresponding boxes for writing in where
they were. It was accountability. He awkwardly turned in his chair, grabbed the marker,
and began scribbling things next to the names of those who had just gone to chow.
Normally, we write D-# for DFAC (dining facility) and the number we’d gone to. Rhodes
wrote “food”.

“I need a shmoke” he told me.
“I don’t think you should be smoking,” I said.
“Doctor shaid itsh okay ash long ash the gauze esh shere,” he informed me.
“Maybe Fawldeh hass shome.”
“He’s at chow,” I said.
Rhodes apparently didn’t believe me and stumbled out of his chair to prove me
wrong.
“Be careful,” I said.
“For wha?”
He stumbled through the nearby doorway to the hallway where Folden’s room
was. Knocking on the door, he asked for Sergeant Folden.
“He’s at chow,” I repeated. Rhodes opened the door and entered the room.
“Surjen Fawldeh?” He asked the empty room.
This room was no bigger than a cubicle and it was immediately apparent that it
was unoccupied. Nonetheless, Rhodes searched it. I stood at the doorway chuckling.
Rhodes patted down Folden’s bed sheets thoroughly.
“He’sh not shleepin.”
I tried to be polite and avoid blatantly laughing at him, but when I saw him
physically pat down a bed to be sure no one was sleeping in it, I lost it.
“Yoush okay, mahn?” he asked me.
“I’m fine,” I said. “Let’s go to your room and sit down.”
We walked back out into the hallway and down to his bay.
“Wanna shee the tooths that got pulled?” He asked me.

“Sure,” I said.
He pulled a small plastic jar from a shelf where it was sitting. Inside were four
bloody teeth.
“Look at thish one,” he pointed. The tooth he was referring to had a gnarly,
pointed chunk sticking out of its side, not unlike the barb on the edge of a fishhook.
“Thatsh gonna hurt when it comesh out.”
“Yeah,” I agreed. He put the teeth down and set up to play Battlefield 1942 with
me on his laptop.
After a little while, Jesse Lee came back with the crowd and gave us our plates. I
had a hamburger and onion rings. Rhodes had peaches and some jell-o. Obviously, he
couldn’t have anything too hard. He took out his bloody gauze and took a couple minutes
to fork a peach.
“Ish thish my lower lip,” he asked us with his finger on his lower lip. We told him
yes, and he placed the peach there. Tipping his head back, he open and closed his mouth.
I guess he was hoping gravity would help him out and shimmy the peach into his mouth.
He looked like a seal trying to swallow a dead fish.
Lee and I sat watching him. The laughs started as scratchy grunts in our throats.
Again, attempting to save Rhodes’ dignity, we tried to hold them in. All dignity was lost,
however, when the peach fell into Rhodes’ lap. He kept flexing his jaw in a wickedly
hilarious attempt to eat the fallen peach slice, and Lee and I roared with laughter. Rhodes
looked at us like a lost dog.
“Sorry, man,” I said between chuckles.
Rhodes ate the rest of his meal in front of a mirror.

IV. THEY’RE PERFECTLY NORMAL BODILY DYSFUNCTIONS…

This was a time of great celebration. For, we had landed in a small country by
military aircraft. Okay, the military aircraft part was not worthy of celebration, but the
landing in the country part was. Its name was Qatar and it hangs into the Persian Gulf like
a Southeastern nub. It’s one of the richest countries per capita because of oil. It’s a
wonderful little place filled with rich people who have little to do besides entertain
themselves. There is a military base in Qatar and we had been sent there for a four day
R&R.
There was a wonderful pool on base and a Chili’s. We didn’t have to carry rifles.
In fact, we’d left them back in Iraq, and there was no need for body armor. It was hot and
humid, but no long DCU tops or trousers were required. We wore comfy civilian clothes.
We could go off base, in a controlled manner of course, and shop in the villages, talk to
the locals, and enjoy authentic Middle Eastern cuisine. We were being paid to become
cultured. The best part of Qatar, however, was not swimming in the Persian Gulf or
learning about Middle Eastern customs but drinking alcohol.
There was a club on base and the consumption of alcohol was allowed regardless
of the official 21 age requirement. Sebastian “Seabass” Koprowski and I were lucky
enough to have been sent together, and, both of us being of the mere, irresponsible age of
20, were quite thrilled at the thought of legal beer.
The way the rules worked, since there are always rules in the Army, went

something like this: at the beginning of the night, upon arrival to the club, we bought beer
tickets; $3 per ticket, limit three per customer. Wine was also available as a second
option. Of course, there was an easy way around this three beer and wine limit. We
bought other people’s tickets. I’m not a scientist, but I’m sure that there were a bucket
load of people who traveled to Qatar for R&R, didn’t drink, and made out like a bandit
on underage drinkers taking a “spring break” from the war. Nonetheless, we were drunk
and happy.
Now, Seabass was a partier. He drank more than me every night, stayed up later,
and could still eat Chili’s everyday for lunch. Normally, that would be cool, but Seabass
stayed up later than me one night, and let me just say it was far from cool.
I crashed around one or two a.m., and he strolled in around four or five. He was
out in front of the building with some friends smoking and joking and probably drinking
more alcohol which people had snuck in.
Seabass was a smart drinker, so every night when he came in he sat on his bunk
and drank two or three bottles of water. He came in that night and drank his water. He
had the upper bunk, and I slept on the lower bunk. His chugging woke me briefly, but I
rolled over and quickly passed out again.
About an hour later, I guess, I woke up because I felt something dripping on me.
Immediately I knew he’d passed out, water bottle in hand, and spilled it all over himself.
It soaked through the mattress and was now dripping on me.
I felt the bottom of his bunk, which was my ceiling, and sure enough it was wet.
Then I had another thought, a scary thought. So I smelled my hand. It didn’t have a smell.
Okay, good. It’s not pee.

I got out of bed. The room was pitch black, except for a thin strip of illumination
coming through the bottom of the door. I saw his water bottle, half full, on top of his wall
locker. By this time, I had started to come out of the dreamy fog that accompanies
waking up. Reality started to set in.
Beer piss doesn’t have a smell.
I shook Seabass to wake him up.
“Huh?” Seabass muttered.
“Koprowski,” I said.
“Huh?”
“Seabass,” I shook his shoulder. “You pissed yourself.”
“No I didn’t,” he immediately responded.
“Yes you did,” I said. “It dripped all over me, you dumb ass.”
In the dim light, I saw him feel around near his crotch.
“Oh shit,” he said. “Dude, I’m so sorry.”
“Clean it up,” I said and went to take a shower.
Sure enough, Seabass had gotten me new sheets, switched our mattresses with the
empty ones next to us, and made my bed. The room was still dark and the other seven
people were asleep when I came back from showering.
“Dude, I’m so sorry,” he whispered.
“It’s okay,” I whispered, “but, man, control yourself.”
“I feel really bad, Smitty.”
“Don’t worry about it.”
“Smitty?”

“Yeah.”
“Don’t tell anyone?”
I laughed and agreed.
“You’re lucky it’s me,” I said.
He didn’t want me to tell anyone, because Sebastian Koprowski was infamous for
bodily dysfunctions. He’d shit in a shower stall back at camp because the bathroom was
closed and he was going to explode without relief.
Another time, he radioed LT on a convoy. He asked if they could pull over
because he really had to do number two. LT said to hold it because it would only be
another half an hour.
Koprowski was in the passenger seat of the ambulance. They pulled into the gate
where there were port-o-johns lined up for just such an occasion. Sometimes the armored
doors got stuck when they were opened from the inside. The passenger door got stuck on
the ambulance, and Koprowski, apparently all set for a discharge, couldn’t handle the
added time it took to fuss with an armored door.
He was still inside the ambulance and fifteen feet from the nearest port-o-john
when he shit his pants. It was 130 degrees and the medic who was driving had to drive
across camp with the hot, sweaty smell of Seabass ass. I don’t think he ever talked to
Koprowski again.
This is why he didn’t want me telling anyone that he’d inadvertently pissed all
over me.
Sorry, Seabass.

XIV. WORDS ON PAPER

Reading

English class. God, that was boring, wasn’t it?
There I was in eighth grade, and some old fart was squeaking chalk across a
blackboard. His suit was gray and made of wool. It was obviously manufactured in that
disturbing time period when America lost all of its tasteful fashion, somewhere around
1983. What the hell did he need patches on his elbows for? Was he taking luge lessons
after school? Perhaps the suit needed to last him from the 80’s and clear on through to
the 21st century. Whatever the reason, he looked like an idiot.
A girl in the class had asked a question regarding commas, the most confusing of
all grammatical rules. Well, maybe not. There was always that “I” before “E” except

after “C” nonsense. What about when you neighbor’s heir feigns the height and weight
of a geisha for the purposes of feinting eight reigning deities and upsetting their veins all
while wearing a lei and leisurely drinking from a sleigh-shaped stein on a freight train?
“You use a comma when placing items in a list,” the gray-haired, hunchbacked
teacher said through his nasal cavity. “Or when joining two sentences with a conjunction
such as ‘and’, ‘or‘, or ‘because.’”
His chalk squeaked on the board as he wrote the conjunctions. “If you don’t want
to use a conjunction, you can use what’s called a semi-colon.”
“Like only half a butt?” I asked without raising my hand.
The class laughed, and the teacher ignored me. He drew a semi-colon.
“Does that answer your question about comma use?” he asked the girl. She
nodded. “Alright, now let’s talk about similes and metaphors,” he said. “They’re both
comparisons, but who can tell me the difference between the two?”
I knew the answer, but I didn’t raise my hand. Being smart was so stupid in eighth
grade. Someone else said that a simile uses ‘like’ or ‘as’ to compare two things, and a
metaphor doesn’t.
Whoop-dee-do.
“Yes,” said the teacher. He turned to the chalkboard. “Everyone finish this
sentence in your notebooks.”
The teacher wrote “The sunset was as beautiful as…”, and the chalk squealed.
That’s an easy one, I thought. Too easy. I ripped a piece of paper from the corner
of my notebook. I put the paper in my mouth and chewed as I quickly jotted down three
things as beautiful as a sunset:

“…a red rose.” Too cliché, but it gets the job done.
“…a painting by God.” Not bad.
“…my sister’s sparkling tears.” Now that’s perfection.
I looked up, and most of class was still writing. I pulled a plastic straw from my
pocket and tongued the saturated piece of notebook paper to form it into a tiny ball. The
teacher had his back to me as he helped someone come up with useless similes. My friend
Matt, who sat two rows away, was still writing. I took careful aim.
It was like shooting fish in a barrel.
Thu-whap. Right on Matt’s cheek!
“Ahh,” he yelped.
“Something the matter, Matt,” the teacher asked.
“I’m fine,” said Matt, wiping the side of his face and laughing. Half the room
also laughed. The other half didn’t care. The teacher walked back to the board.
“Okay, now to turn your similes into metaphors,” he said. “All you have to do is
take out this part.” He turned to the board and erased “as beautiful as…”.
A slimy spit ball flew from Matt’s direction.
It was shooting fish in a barrel.
Thu-whap. Straight in my ear!
“Oh my God,” I jumped out of my seat. Matt’s face was red, and half the room
was laughing.
“That’s enough, boys!” yelled the teacher, spit flying from his mouth. “Go to the
office, now!”
“Come on. It won’t happen again. We were just havin’ fun,” I protested. Then I

pointed to the chalkboard. “This stuff is so stupid and boring.”
“Go to the office!” he said glaring at me. “You know, Ryan, you may want to take
this stupid and boring stuff a little more seriously. You may find it very useful someday.”
“Yeah, right,” I said.
Matt and I got up and walked out the door as the teacher moved onto the next
lesson.
“Okay, now we’re going to talk about onomatopoeia,” he addressed the class.
Thu-whap.
Matt got me in the back of the neck on the way down to the assistant principal’s
office.

***

My mother has always been a fiction reader. She enjoys novels, especially that of
Stephen King, and reads every night before she goes to sleep. My father, on the other
hand, read for two reasons: to make him laugh or to learn something new. He would
rather read National Geographic. As a child, when it came to reading, I followed the
footsteps of my father. If reading didn’t enlighten me as to the way of the world, or
wasn’t potty humor strewn across the pages of Mad Magazine, I wasn’t interested.
I never got into reading for fun. The hidden themes, symbols, and ironies in books
were just something I didn’t care about. I figured if someone wanted to say something
about society or people or religion or politics, they should just come out and say it. Don’t
give me a history lesson about the failure of communism in the form of talking animals.

Just write about the damn Russian revolution.
I never appreciated literature as an art until I relied upon it as a route away from
the world. Whether it’s drawing, playing music, reading, or writing, art is a fantastic
means to leave reality behind for a while. In art, we are truly free. Nothing matters but the
pencil strokes being made in a sketchbook. Nothing matters but the notes of a guitar.
Nothing matters but the words on paper.
I read almost every night in Iraq. I laid my military flashlight across my chest.
Like everything else, it was olive green. I had the red filter screwed on since red light
waves are the light waves least able to be picked up by the human eye. Red doesn’t travel
nearly as far as any other color. In the barracks, being seen by the enemy wasn’t a huge
concern, but the red lens was always affixed since the flashlight went on every mission.
Not to mention it wouldn’t keep any of the guys up.
As the flashlight lay on my chest, its red glow illuminated the pages from top to
bottom with the rise and fall of my breath. I remember being thankful for my breath and
for the story to where my mind could escape. The red lens turned the off-white pages into
a comforting shade of dark pink. The letters became golden-brown shadows, and the
words formed by the shadowy letters seemed to resemble something alive and moving.
Every book was alive as I read it in my sleeping bag. I wasn’t in a God forsaken country
fighting a war; I was in my own country, a country of the mind.
I wasn’t a soldier; I was the words on paper.
I can remember the smell of the pages as I consumed each novel. Each one had a
different aroma, and the smells always seemed to reflect the story. 20,000 Leagues Under
the Sea by Jules Verne, I remember, smelled like cold metal and sea salt. A faint aroma

of old cigarette smoke and playing cards rose from the pages of Hearts in Atlantis by
Stephen King. And I could smell the pure white chill of the arctic as I turned the pages of
Deception Point by Dan Brown.
Each one provided an escape for my mind. Each one, in its own way, reminded
me that there was much more life I had yet to experience. Each one gave me hope.
Every book had a tone, setting, and theme, but “tone”, “setting”, and “theme”
were all vocabulary terms from eighth grade English class. I’d defined them a thousand
times. “Escape”, “life”, and “hope”, however, are more than vocabulary.
Grammar school defines literature with terminology, but experience defines
literature as more than words on paper. And words on paper have the power to heal.

Writing

During the end of the tour, the soldiers from our replacement unit were staying in
the same tents in which we had been assigned when we first arrived at the camp. With the
exception of a few guys on their second tour, the replacements were brand new to the
war. We had to show them the ropes.
It was one of the last convoys I ever went on in Iraq. I was driving the last gun
truck in a convoy of eleven vehicles. Staff Sergeant Robert Gasparotto was my A-driver,
our gunner was Sergeant Marc Zerega, and two guys from the replacement unit sat in the
back seats among gear, water, and ammo cans.
Being one of the last convoys of the tour, it naturally loomed with the seemingly
inevitable irony of the circumstances. I’d heard a story from a female soldier at the PX.

She told me about the two week R&R she took back in February. One of the soldiers from
her platoon was waiting for the aircraft that would bring the R&R group home. He had a
craving for some gum and smokes, so he quickly ran to the PX which was about a mile
away. On his way back to the terminal, he was hit by a mortar and killed.
I was driving down the endless desert road. I had done this a hundred times
before, but this day felt different. The image of an ecstatic soldier whistling and skipping
down a concrete sidewalk to the PX ran through my mind over and over again. All that
was going through his mind was how hard he would hold his parents or kids or wife or
girlfriend when he finally saw them again. He only had a few short traveling days and his
war was over for at least awhile. Suddenly, out of the sky fell a screaming mortar and it
sent enough shrapnel into his body to kill him. Irony is a literary term. It’s supposed to
happen in books. It’s supposed to keep the reader interested.
I drove down the empty road trying to empty my mind of the ironic images playing
themselves out there. I noticed a herd of cows off to the left edge of the road. There was
one cow in particular who seemed to be the leader of the pack. She was standing at the
very edge of the road waiting to cross. She was fearless, or perhaps just stupid.
The tenth vehicle in the convoy, the one right in front of me, zoomed past the
skinny, brown cow. Somehow I knew that the stupid, fearless cow wouldn’t be patient
long enough to allow me, the last vehicle of the convoy, to pass before crossing. Irony is
what I expected and irony is what I got.
Like a Wall Street executive late for a meeting, the cow eagerly headed into
traffic, almost running into the bumper of the tenth vehicle. But unlike a Wall Street
executive, this cow plodded along like a snail on hallucinogenic drugs.

You couldn’t have waited for one more damn humvee? I thought.
There was no way in hell I was going to halt an entire convoy for one starving
Iraqi cow. Not to mention the herd behind her that now followed in the footsteps of their
leader.
I slammed the pedal to the floor, and it became a race. The diesel engine roared
and the needle on the speedometer became maxed out. In my head, I timed the cow’s slow
trot with my own increasing speed. Luckily, I’d spent a year dodging every possible IED
at every possible speed, and this situation was basically second nature.
It was one of my last convoys, and while I’d expected to see a cruel sense of irony
awaiting me with the swipe of fate’s sickle, I was instead playing chicken with a cow.
“Smithson!” Gasparotto yelled over the deafening roar of the engine.
“Can’t stop now!” I yelled. He grabbed the “oh shit” handle in front of him, and
I smiled sardonically.
Bring it on, Fate!
I couldn’t see them, but I know the two replacement soldiers were jockeying for
position to see out of the windshield. They were more nervous than any of us. Zerega’s
feet faced the rear of the humvee as we were the last vehicle and that’s where his weapon
pointed. He had no idea what was going on with the suicide cow.
The cow stepped across the road. Her front right foot crossed the middle of the
road and her head stuck out into the right lane. I pulled the wheel to the right at the last
possible second, and the passenger side tires jumped off the road and stirred the hot
sand.
As I passed, I looked the cow directly in her dumb, black eyes. I waited for her

blood to splatter out of her nose and across my thick windshield. As we roared past, her
nose missed my side mirror by inches. I had timed it perfectly, or maybe it was pure luck.
I heard Zerega howling in laughter. I’m sure the sudden hop off the road duly
scared him. His laughter as we passed the dumb, brown cow was one of relief.
“You should’ve told me,” Zerega yelled through the hole in the roof. “I would’ve
wasted her!”

***

Writing in high school was rarely a matter of creative intellect. I compared a
hundred poems to a hundred short stories. I listed the rules of grammar and placed
commas in the right places. I brainstormed, outlined, and wrote rough drafts for every
paper. It was supposed to get me in the habit of “proper” writing. It made me hate
writing.
Not until my senior year did I realize I had the ability to write. I took a class
called College Prep, and it was here that I learned how influential and powerful writing
can be. As I was given more assignments which allowed me to write about things other
than the examination of similes and metaphors, my creativity began to emerge.
I wrote an essay about my first job -- which was in a nursing home -- and the
story actually moved people. Something I created had touched people in a way they
hadn’t previously been touched. In turn, I was moved. After reading the paper, my
teacher, Mr. Rudolfsky, told me I had a gift. The tone of his voice is what made me
understand how important this was.

If a story is told in such a way that really captures and transports readers, magical
things begin to take place. The words come off the page. They come into the reader’s
mind and convey perspectives not previously given a second thought. Literature has the
power to give fantasy a true sense of reality.
Writing can turn dreams into reality. Writing pretends. Writing imagines. Writing
doesn’t provide a shred of truth. But it doesn’t have to, and therein lies the power. Reality
doesn’t have to be depicted in literature because reality is literature. It is written by
human beings and, therefore, more real than any scientific based fact. Words are real.
Emotions are real. Fantasy is real.
Language makes us invincible, yet fragile. Language defines our mortality yet
makes us immortal. If something has happened, it will happen in writing. If something is
desired, it will be fulfilled in writing. We live, die, and are reborn with writing. Writing is
power in the truest sense of the word.
Literature examines people. Literature provides an escape. Literature is written by
mortals yet it lives anew every time it’s read. This innate irony encompasses the essence
of writing, the essence of life.
Similarly, the ironies of war are innately unforgettable. But the memories of war
are innately fragile. Without the words on paper, my memories are nothing more than
fading images on an aging projector.
A full year would pass before I could begin to write about the war. “The Town
That Achmed Built” was originally written for a college English class. After I handed the
paper in, my professor -- whose husband works as a psychotherapist at the VA -- asked
me if I was seeking therapy.

I pointed to the stack of papers she’d just read.
“That’s my therapy,” I said.
Shortly after the semester ended, I began working on this memoir. The words
poured out of me so fast I almost tripped on them. They are only words, words we use
everyday. But for me they have become so much more. The words on paper are ambition,
the drive keep going for one more day, for something bigger than myself. They are
printed honor.
These are the words of my heart, and these words are the silhouettes of a
generation. They are my silhouettes. The resilient silence of humanity lives in the space
between these lines, and this silence is finally spoken aloud. This is my silence.

XV. BEING ENTITLED TO TEARS

We convoyed into Q-West one perfectly normal day. I hated the convoys up to
Q-West which took about six hours on a good day. Military vehicles are not padded
worth of shit, and the small cabins, packed full of basic necessities, coupled with the
uncomfortable and heavy body armor, provided little room to shift weight. We tried
anyway, but to no avail; our asses were numb for half the ride. We drank gallons of water
everyday, not to mention Red Bull and coffee. We pissed into empty bottles and tossed
them out of the truck. It was a pain in the ass, but the convoy was also six hours long. It
was a necessity.
Bravo Company lived in old airplane hangars at Q-West. Cots and wall lockers
were scattered inside the expansive hangar. Some had towels or sheets strung up with 550
cord to provide privacy. Some had stuffed animals from girlfriends. Some had TV’s.

Some had laptops. Some had pictures and birthday cards and non-perishable food.
Everything was needlessly camouflaged. The army-issue brown towels, the
army-green cots and socks and ponchos, the tan wall lockers and desert boots and desert
uniforms. The place was decorated in the classic style that is the army. It was ugly. It was
beautiful.
Juan pointed to a locker that looked like all the rest and said, “That’s his.”
I couldn’t remember who Nurre was. I couldn’t put a face to the name, so Juan
was showing me. Nurre’s bed was made. It was a cot with a sleeping bag on top, so
maybe “made” is an overstatement. It was neat. The brown t-shirt he used as a pillowcase
was covered in drool stains. Some of his friends had placed his rosary neatly on his army
brown pillow. Nurre was a devout Catholic. His tan wall locker was covered with
pictures. Most were of his family. Some were of him and his B Company friends. I
studied the pictures carefully.
There’s the guy everyone is talking about. There’s Joe Nurre.
He was young and full of life in those pictures. He smiled in every one. He was a
genuinely happy person, and now I remembered what he looked like, but I still had a
problem. I couldn’t remember who he was.
One of his friends took a break from playing a Playstation game. The screen was
temporarily frozen, and the level was loading. His cot was right next to Nurre’s. He
looked down toward the neatly displayed rosary and stared. He just stared at it. For a
couple of minutes he just sat, twisted awkwardly backwards, and stared at Joe Nurre’s
empty cot.
What is he thinking about?

He was remembering. He remembered how Nurre’s aftershave smelled. He
remembered the sound of Nurre’s voice. He remembered a conversation they’d had. It
was a philosophical conversation about life and death because that’s how soldiers
sometimes talk to one another, deep and profoundly meaningful. Soldiers don’t make
conversation. They perfect it.
He didn’t cry; he didn’t even really look sad. He looked thoughtful. He just
stared, completely unguarded, as if nothing else in the world mattered. Not the hangar,
not the video game, not the heat, not the war, not anything.
Just staring, he wondered where Joe Nurre was now, how he could just be…
gone. He wondered what Nurre’s parents were like and how his mom would carry on
after she got the news. He wondered how his mom would carry on if she heard similar
news. He wondered why it hurt so much to wonder.
He learned things while staring at his dead friend’s empty cot. He learned that life
was not everything he’d thought it was. He learned what war meant. He learned what
peace meant. He learned why his parents had called him ungrateful. He learned that death
is nondiscriminatory. He learned that Joseph C. Nurre, after ten solid months of doing so,
would not walk through the hangar door later that night; drop his gear, share a deep,
meaningful conversation; unlace his boots; rub foot powder into his cracked feet; read for
an hour; and then drool on the brown t-shirt he was using as a pillowcase.
Not later that night, not ever again.

***

A hundred people sit in fold out chairs. They just played a slideshow full of
pictures of Joe Nurre. It was to the song “Forever Young”.
Joe Nurre was 22 when he was blown up. “Forever Young” indeed. A piece of
shrapnel from an IED is what did him in. Joe hardly knew what hit him. He died of shock,
said the medic.
He died of shrapnel from an IED. That’s what I say.
Nurre died on August 21st, nine days before my birthday, fifteen after his.
A guy who was twenty-two, liked by everyone, smart, athletic, funny, charming,
hard working, and whose face I couldn’t picture, had died. And I was on the road forty
minutes ahead of him pissing into a bottle when he was killed.
Staff Sergeant Sefsick, who was very close to Nurre, says some words. I don’t
know her. We’ve talked, and she’s cute, but I don’t know her. She knew Joe Nurre like a
brother.
Here I am at a man’s funeral and I hardly knew him. Why didn’t I get to know
Nurre better? What the fuck is wrong with me? Maybe I should have seen it coming. How
could I have seen this coming? Ten months into the tour and we haven’t lost a single
person. Then we lose Joseph C. Nurre.
I sit in my fold out chair. The battalion commander takes a place behind the
podium. I can feel the hate in the room. It’s like smoke, and I almost choke on it. We want
the commander to choke on it. Not for Nurre. It wasn’t the commander’s fault Joe died.
But we hate the commander anyway. We hate this man for reasons I can’t begin to
articulate, but he takes the podium nonetheless. I try to remain open minded. I try to give
this guy a chance, because truth is I hardly know him. And, hell, look what happened to

the last guy I hardly knew.
Somewhere in his speech, the battalion commander says, “I’ve heard from some
of his friends that Sergeant Nurre was a great guy.”
The smoke thickens.
You’re fucking kidding, right? He calls a dead man by his rank and verbally
portrays the detachment he has from his soldiers. He uses the term “great guy” to
describe someone who gave his life defending freedom. You say someone is a “great
guy” when a hot chick comes to you in a bar with a question about one of your buddies.
You don’t say someone was a “great guy” at a funeral, at a fucking military funeral.
Get real, you heartless shit, I want to say to the commander. You’re the most
hated man in the room right now. How does it feel? Like a colonel’s paycheck? Like the
bronze star you’ll probably get for running this goat shit excuse for a combat tour? Fuck
you.
The smoke thickens.

***

“He was the one who worked out a lot, right?” I asked Juan in Q-West’s chow
hall the day Nurre died.
“Yeah, he was on that ECP mission with us,” he said. I tried to get a picture in my
head, a voice, a single moment where I could put a face to the name. I worked at Q-West
with B Company for two weeks back in February. It was August.
“He was a sergeant,” Juan informed me.

“A sergeant, huh?” I said. I tried to picture the sergeants of B company, of those
whom I worked with back in February. It was August. “The only sergeants I remember
out on the ECP are Kerr and that crazy old guy, what was his name?”
“Ross.”
“Yeah, Ross,” I said. I laughed at a memory I’d forgotten. I pictured Ross, a
fanatical old man who reminded me of Christopher Lloyd. He was laughing with an
unfiltered cigarette in his mouth and jabbing at my ribs. His eyes were wide and
decorated with distinguished crow’s feet. I wanted to share the memory. I wanted to tell
Juan all about it and laugh with him, but the painful look on his face stopped me.
“I think he made sergeant after you left,” said Kerr who was sitting at the end of
the table. “You’d know him as an E-4.”
“Yeah, yeah. I remember him,” I lied. “The guy who worked out a lot.” I
remembered that Joe Nurre worked out a lot, but I didn’t remember Joe Nurre. He was
these guys’ brother, and I was ashamed that I couldn’t recall a single moment with him.
So I lied.
We sat in silence for a while reflecting, eating, wondering about life and war and
death.
“You guys dealin’ okay?” I asked Joe Nurre’s brothers. They shrugged.
Then Kerr said, “People die.” He shoved a piece of army steak into his mouth and
chewed.
I was shocked at the insensitivity. I tried to place myself in their shoes. I pictured
losing someone like Koprowski or Carrion or Hinojosa or Moore or Smith or Roman
or… anyone. I almost cried at the mere thought. And this guy shrugged it off with

“People die”!
I mean, for Christ’s sake, show some emotion. Your fellow soldier was bombed to
death. Jagged metal sliced his fucking jugular. An ignorant, piece of shit haji sliced open
your fellow soldier. Our fellow soldier.
Then it hit me. Showing emotion shows vulnerability, and vulnerability opens the
door to fear. It’s not a macho thing. It’s about the need to survive. That’s what terrorism
is all about, mortal fear. If we let the fear take over, we lose. We couldn’t lose. We had to
stay strong. There’s a time and place for grieving, and it’s not while in the chow hall
eating boot leather covered in A-1 steak sauce.
People die.
Insensitive. True.
This was a war. We forgot that sometimes. A hundred successful convoys and
you tend to forget. Before I left the states, a thousand and one people told me to avoid
getting complacent, especially those who’d served in Vietnam. We never really became
complacent; our eyes were always open, always ready, but sometimes we forgot we were
in a combat zone.
However, the commanders and sergeant majors in our unit had certainly forgotten
we were in a combat zone. Shit, they never realized it in the first place. They didn’t run
from flying bombs. They didn’t see people explode in Samarra. They didn’t pick through
a blown up humvee and find remnants of dead people.
To them the war was hearsay and, therefore, not real.
To them, Joe Nurre’s death was hearsay. He was a great guy, they heard.

***

One of Nurre’s buddies is on stage now. He’s got a guitar with him and he’s
holding back tears because he’s not vulnerable. He wrote a song about his dead friend. It
follows the usual arrangement -- how it was so unexpected, so unfair, but Joe will always
be a part of their lives. It’s touching.
It dawns on me that Nurre died five days ago. This guy wrote this song in less
than a week. That’s pretty impressive, and I respect it. It doesn’t draw tears really. It’s
not that good. But it’s a song about a fallen soldier, and in that respect it’s exceptional.
He leaves and a couple soldiers who were closest to Nurre say a few words. The
chaplain also speaks. These speeches draw tears. Not from me, but the crowd is sniffling.
I try to hold them back. Vulnerability, sure. Detachment, sure. But it’s more that that.
I hardly knew Joe Nurre. I worked with him, yes, for two weeks, but I don’t really
remember him. I am ashamed, and this is why I hold back tears. I feel like crying, but I
feel like it’s not my place to cry.
Joe Nurre’s real friends have gone through hell since he died five days ago. This
hell will always be a part of them, and I don’t share that. I’m not entitled to share tears. I
don’t deserve tears. I told my friends from B company, one of whom was Joe Nurre, that
I’d come back.
“It was great to work with you,” I said. “I’ll be back soon.”
They truly were an exceptional group of people. I told them I’d volunteer to come
back for another rotation at Q-West, but I never did. There were a lot of other missions
going on, and I got lost in the mess. I could’ve told Renninger to send me back, but I

didn’t. I betrayed them. I betrayed Joe Nurre. Now he is dead, and I’m not entitled to
tears.
His best friend is done talking, and the whole room sniffles.
I stare at the M-16 up on stage. Joe’s Kevlar hangs on it’s butt stock and his dog
tags dangle underneath.
I am not entitled to tears.

***

September 11, 2001. One of those days when we remember exactly where we
were and exactly what we were doing.
I was in third period lunch at Columbia High School. Nick Medore came from the
office, where he’d been doing some kind of business, and sat at our table. It was near the
end of the period.
“You hear?” he asked us.
“No.”
“A plane crashed into the World Trade Center.”
“That sucks,” I said. I went back to talking about sex or drugs or whatever. It
wasn’t that I didn’t care. I shook it off as an accident. I assumed some drunk or stupid
pilot had misjudged or had a malfunction, and I shook it off. People die.
My next period was Trigonometry. The teacher was good but very
obsessive-compulsive about when and how she gave notes. We had a test coming up and
we weren’t going to watch CNN all period; we were going to learn trig. She mentioned

something about the crash, but at that point, it wasn’t even a remote thought to be some
kind of attack. I think she, like myself, hadn’t yet realized the magnitude of it all, or we
would have watched CNN all period.
It wasn’t until my next class, American History appropriately enough, that I
realized what Nick Medore’s information truly meant. During math class, the second
plane had crashed, and I walked into Mr. Barret’s room to see a TV sitting up front. It
was showing the now infamous news footage of the two towers smoking, one from a bit
higher point than the other. It was the first time I’d actually seen the footage and I
stopped dead in my tracks.
Amazed at what I was watching, I slowly walked to my seat and sat down. I
didn’t open my notebook, take my pencil out of my pocket, or assume the slumped, note
taking position. That day, I knew, we weren’t going to be taking notes in American
History class.
Mr. Barret quietly answered students’ questions about what we were watching.
Once the bell rang, and everyone was seated, Mr. Barren said something that changed my
view of the world forever.
The class was abnormally silent. It was a high school after all, and things were
usually done in a loud, disrespectful manner. Mr. Barret motioned to the television and
spoke in an odd, almost ironic sort of tone that portrayed profound disbelief in the truth.
“You guys are living history.”
I never thought of myself as living within history before that point. History was
something that had already happened, something I studied in school. It was in a textbook.
It was hearsay, and therefore not real.

My mind tried to tell me what I was watching was a movie. It was on TV after all,
and everyone knows you can’t believe everything you see on TV. But it was real,
terrifyingly real. The sort of real that makes you lose hope.
It was at this point when I decided I needed to do something. I was only sixteen at
the time, so the military was not an option. Even when I thought of it as an option, it
seemed far away and impossible. I was only a junior, after all. I had to worry about
wrestling practice and girls and grades and my after-school job. Nonetheless, what felt
like a nagging obligation chewed at my consciousness.
A year went by, and, after talking to recruiters, I enlisted. I was seventeen, the
youngest the army would take someone, and I went into the reserves. I didn’t want the
military to be my life. I wasn’t that into it. But I was seventeen and my country was
attacked. My people were attacked. Enlisting, volunteering, giving oneself for the greater
good; that’s simply something people do in that situation.
In the spring of 2003, the war started, and the following October, I shipped to Ft.
Leonard Wood, Missouri for basic training. Before going, I often thought, what the hell
are you getting yourself into?
Before I left, during Labor Day weekend, my girlfriend and I went down to New
York City for a mini vacation. I’d lived in New York my whole life and never been to the
city. I wanted to see the place, the magic, the aliveness, and I wanted to see Ground Zero.
I needed a reminder.
We stayed in Manhattan and saw as many sights as we could in the short
weekend. New York City is a place like no other. It was alive like nothing I’d ever seen.
Broadway was a brilliant strip of flashing lights with artistic, thought provoking

billboards. Times Square, full of shoppers and camera toting tourists, seemed too big to
be real. The giant news reel that scrolled under the enormous advertising screen was
larger than life. The windows of the diamond district were shot through with hundreds of
tiny fragments of color causing the whole avenue to shift and glimmer.
The streets were busy with noise and life. A million people from a million places
who each had a million stories. Tireless businessmen clad in expensive, dark suits
discussed important matters on cell phones. Personable street vendors invented new
sandwiches, all of them seeming to contain cooked onions. Enthusiastic street performers,
busy break dancing or singing a cappella or inventing beats off anything but a drum set,
thanked each and every person who threw a dime into their overturned hats. Habitual
shoppers expertly weaved in and out of foot traffic despite the expansive bags of
merchandise they carried on both sides.
In New York, the energy of people had a way of spreading. It’s so contagious
even the panhandlers seemed glad to be panhandling. It flowed through people, they
added their own slice, and it flowed on.
Except, in one spot, the energy stopped. The place was as cold as a gravestone.
We hopped the subway to the stop nearest Ground Zero and walked a few blocks.
It was nighttime, and the surrounding buildings were still abandoned. The only lights in
the whole area were portable construction spotlights. They had a soft blue quality to
them, like moonlight, and only added to the chilling serenity that is death.
What I noticed right away was the odd silence. No taxis or buses drove there. No
excited tourists shopped or snapped pictures. People, as usual, were everywhere, but no
one said a word. It was frightening, in a way, to see such a large group of people who

weren’t socializing. It was how you’d picture a congregate of ghosts.
My girlfriend -- who would become my wife one month before I was deployed to
Iraq -- and I walked up to a fence that closed Ground Zero off from the public. The fence
was decorated in memoirs. Stuck in that fence were wreaths and flowers and notes from
children. Stuck in that fence were framed photographs of people in uniform and loose
photographs of people with their families and small photographs of children which once
sat in their father’s wallet. Stuck in that fence were U.S. flags and banners exclaiming
“we will never forget” and final good byes from relatives who couldn’t say it in person
and pictures of sad-looking angels drawn by heartbroken children.
Stuck in that fence was New York City. Stuck in that fence was the United States
of America. Stuck in that fence were white people and black people and Hispanic people
and Asian people and Jewish people and Muslim people and Christian people and small
people and fat people and baby people and human people.
Stuck in that fence was me.
I let go. It wasn’t a violent thing; it wasn’t an eruption. My throat tickled, my nose
ran, and I cried. I didn’t know these people. They were not my friends or family. I had
never met them. Their existence before that day meant nothing to me.
But at that moment, their existence meant everything to me. I shed tears I didn’t
deserve to shed. I wasn’t entitled to tears, but they came nonetheless. The tears were for
injustice, for impurity, for virtue, for love, for hate, for misunderstanding, for innocence,
for guilt, for nothing, and for everything.
I cried. My girlfriend looked at me and cried, too. We stood like that for a long
time, not saying a word. Just standing there silently crying. We didn’t sob; it was

respectful crying, like at a funeral. We held each other, and people walked around like
ghosts.
Someone’s mother walked up to the fence, tears in her eyes, and dropped a fresh
set of flowers next to a picture of her son. She said something to the photograph and
buried her face in her hands.
I could feel the weight of the place. The chilling serenity that is death. It
overwhelmed us, it engulfed us like water. We were drowning. The roofs of the towers
that encircled ground zero, the lightless, abandoned giants, were at sea level. We were a
mile underwater and the pressure was overpowering. The weight, it rested on my
shoulders. Everything, it seemed, fell on me.
If I don’t do something, who will?
A month later, I left for basic training.

***

Joe Nurre’s rifle, upside down and decorated with his Kevlar helmet and dog
tags, stands alone on stage. A small box sits beside it on the ground. It has a clear face,
and inside, arranged neatly, are all of his medals and awards. An 11x14 framed portrait
of Nurre in his dress greens sits on a stand. I don’t know him like the people who set all
this up did. I’m not entitled to tears, and I hold them in.
Bravo Company’s commander takes the stand and tells us to “please rise” for the
21 gun salute. Seven people stand at attention off to the left. Someone standing beside
them gives orders, and they each fire three, synchronized, blank rounds at the ceiling of

the K-Span in which the funeral is being held.
Joseph C. Nurre did not die in my arms. I didn’t witness his death. I didn’t call in
the nine line report to have him medivac-ed out of the kill zone. I didn’t know him. I
forgot who he was and I’m having trouble hearing his voice in my head. I told him I’d
volunteer for another rotation, and I didn’t. Maybe I would have remembered him better
if I came up a second or third time, but I didn’t. I’m not entitled to tears and I hold them
in.
The commander instructs us to stay standing while someone plays “Taps.”
The first set of three notes is played. They’re slow, precise, and perfect. My
bottom lip quivers, but I am not entitled to tears.
The second set of three notes is played. My eyes water and the room turns blurry.
I didn’t know him. He is not my family or a close friend. I cannot picture a
moment of interaction between the two of us. I know who he is, but I don’t know him. His
existence meant nothing to me. And at this moment, his existence meant everything to me.
My eyes are blurry, and I am underwater. The top of the K-Span is sea level. I am
a mile underwater, and the weight of Joseph C. Nurre’s last good bye is overpowering.
I shed tears I don’t deserve to shed. I’m not entitled to tears, but they come
nonetheless. They are not quiet, respectful, funeral tears. They are tears of honor, and I
sob like a baby. I bury my faces in my hands like the mother who puts flowers by her
son’s picture, like Joe Nurre’s mother. I don’t need to cry quietly; I’m not entitled to
tears.
I have lost nothing in Joe Nurre’s death, but in a way I have lost everything.
I cry for injustice, for impurity, for virtue, for love, for hate, for

misunderstanding, for innocence, for guilt, for nothing, and for everything.
The weight of Joseph C Nurre’s last good bye is too much to handle, and
everything, it seems, falls on me.
When humanity is the victim, we’re all entitled to tears.
I cry.

PART III

COUNTRY

XVI. FAITH

After basic training, the Army gives new soldiers an opportunity to do some
“hometown recruiting.” Since 99% of all basic training grads are uber-electrified over the
fact that they are now a part of the American defense system, they allow us to flaunt our
spirit in hopes it will catch others in its wake. Besides, it gives us an opportunity to
accumulate a couple more weeks of active duty pay. I had nothing better to do, so I
figured, why not?
The recruiter I worked with was a ranger. He was a sergeant first class and he was
authorized to wear four different combat patches. He had been shot two separate times,
once in each leg, and quite literally exemplified every one of the stereotypes associated
with the American soldier. He was hard, unforgiving, and upon receiving his request for
drill sergeant school, the Army decided he’d make a better recruiter for the fact that, my
hand to God, he “was too mean.” Despite how the Army labeled him, I found him to be
one of the most interesting people I’ve ever met.
One day, while taking the government car to some high school where students
would most certainly shy away from us, I asked him about the war in Iraq. I asked him
why he thought we were there. He said it wasn’t as complicated as everyone made it out
to be.
During the first Gulf War, he witnessed some soldiers from the Iraqi army, then
run by Saddam Hussein, trying to take a small boy away from his mother. It was on the

outskirts of a small village. The boy and his mother were farmers and they farmed to eat.
Sometimes they might’ve sold left over crops in the village if the harsh climate had been
good to them that year. The mother and son were alone in their mud hut, and the soldiers
came knocking one hot summer day.
The mother’s face was covered with black cloth, as was required by law. The
twelve year old boy’s face was dirty since he hadn’t yet rinsed off in the irrigation ditch
nearby. He was pulled from his mother by Iraqi Army recruiters. The family’s little mud
hut sat behind them and Saddam Hussein’s soldiers were taking a child away from his
mother.
The soldiers pulled the boy by his arm, and the mother, howling in sorrow, ran
after her child. One of the soldiers turned and shot the woman, point blank, in the face.
Her body fell limp to the ground, her face dismembered and spewing a pool of blood for
her only son to see.
The ranger didn’t say what happened after that. I didn’t ask.
I thought of the students at the school to which we were going, the ones in my
country. They sat at cafeteria tables in a publicly funded high school. They complained
when their mothers embarrassed them with brown sack lunches. They wanted money so
they could eat the preservative packed pan pizza the lunch lady had perspired onto. So
they got part time jobs in order to bypass their unreasonable parents’ systems. They threw
their brown paper bags in the garbage, along with those corny notes from mom, and used
their hard earned greenbacks to buy vending machine cupcakes. They wore designer
jeans and sideways hats and I-pod earphones that hung out of both sides of their head (or
sometimes just one side if that looked cooler).

When the US Army came to recruit these students, to give them a sense of
direction, they suddenly became very interested in the floor or the wall as they passed the
recruiting table. Their eyes remained fixated on anything but the dress greens until they
were past the lying, cheating, rotten, good-for-nothing recruiters.
As we pulled into the school, some kids who had probably been sneaking
cigarettes looked down and put their hands in their pockets. With their backs facing us,
they conspicuously walked toward the main entrance. The ranger didn’t even
acknowledge their existence. His eyes went to some far away place as he put the
government car in park. The group of teenagers repeatedly glanced over their shoulders at
us.
I wanted to ask the ranger what the point of his story was. As if reading my mind,
he shut the car off and looked me straight in the eye.
“Those people deserve to be free,” he said. He was looking directly at me, but his
eyes were not even in the vehicle.

***

Hey Everyone,

6/23/05

I think I just had the best day so far as I’ve been in-country. It doesn’t really make
up for the two hundred bad days, but it’s something! I’ll start from the top:
My first task of the day was to go finish a job I was working on yesterday with a
scoop loader. Yesterday I took the green, military loader, because our Caterpillar loader

was being serviced by the CAT guys. Today, the CAT was finished, and I got to take that
one. It was such a relief. See, the difference between military equipment and civilian
equipment that civilian equipment is designed with the operator in mind. Most military
junk is built so it kind of runs okay and then a chair of sorts is fastened at the top of it all.
The CAT is smooth operating as opposed to cruel rag doll tossing. It’s also air
conditioned as opposed to the experience of an operator perspiring in places that haven’t
been wet since childbirth.
After my morning task, I went to the really good chow hall for lunch. It’s on the
Air Force side of camp and has just started using real plates and silverware. Since I
usually walk to chow, I eat at the closer one which uses plastic plates and forks. Our
squad leader loaned a bunch of us a humvee and we drove across base to feel human
again. I ate with forks that don’t break when they are used to spear corn kernels and
plates that don’t have compartments.
In the afternoon, I finished up a project we were also working on yesterday. We
had to unload tents and tent poles from a storage container. After taking them out, we
loaded them on pallets and then loaded the pallets onto three tractor trailers. There were a
lot of tents and it was 115 degrees out, so that aspect wasn’t great. However, the reason
we were loading them was to give them away to another unit. We no longer needed them,
and we were lightening our load for when we come home. Yes, I said HOME! There is a
light at the end of the tunnel, and I saw it today. We are starting to conduct inventories
and other stuff that will eventually lead to our departure from this place, so that boosted
my morale.
After getting the tents, we had to get some cots, also to be tossed. While behind

our barracks loading the cots, the shower guy came over. By “shower guy” I mean the
civilian who lives in a tent behind our shower and bathroom trailers and gets paid to keep
them clean. He does an excellent job and he’s very nice. I try to talk to him sometimes,
but he is from India and doesn’t speak English very well. Nonetheless, he’s extremely
friendly, and we all appreciate the work he does for us.
Anyway, he came over and asked us to “make table” as he pointed to a stack of
plywood laying on the ground. Carrion and I asked the supply sergeant, who was working
with us, for tools, and we started building. We came to find out that he meant shelf rather
than table, and after a very long, confusing discussion about dimensions and what not
(damn language barriers), we got it built. It had sides and a back and three shelves; it fit
perfectly in a little nook in his tent. He was very appreciative and thanked us a number of
times. We figured it was the least we could do for what he does for us.
After we brought the shower guy his shelf, we were off duty, and I walked to the
gym. I had a good workout, and I followed it up with a great dinner at the closest chow
hall. I was by myself since my usual workout partner is on a mission for a few days, and I
sat at the end of an empty table.
A civilian came and sat across from me. He spoke very good English and I came
to discover that he works as a translator for the military. I’ve tried talking to a handful of
Iraqi civilians, but most are pretty limited in their English skills. It’s usually hard to have
an in-depth conversation with them. I decided this was a rare chance, so I took it. I asked
the translator if he thought Iraq was better now than it was a few years ago.
“The insurgents are getting worse, but the government, freedoms, and way of life
are much better,” he said. “Five years ago, if I said ‘I don’t like Saddam’, I would have

been killed.”
I remembered a birthday card I saw once that blatantly slammed George W. Bush.
I doubt anyone was killed for its production. He said that now the people of Iraq have the
freedom to do and say as they wish without fear, and that most are very grateful. He said
the ones who don’t like the changes are those in the cities like Tikrit, Mosul, Baghdad,
Samarra, Fallujah (you know, the only cities mentioned in the news). But the ones in the
little villages love our efforts. That explains why it feels like we’re in a parade when we
convoy!
“Why is there such a difference in opinion?” I asked.
“The people in the cities had money and power before the Coalition came here,”
he said. “They didn’t need your help.”
He also pointed out that most of the country is made up of small villages and
towns. A small minority hold the entire country’s power, and it’s they who oppose our
cause.
He mentioned that insurgents attacked a water tower with rockets a few days ago.
I asked him why they would do that since it doesn’t hurt anyone but the locals who use
the tower.
“Because they’re crazy,” he laughed. “There were no Americans to kill, so they
attacked their own people. They have to destroy something.”
We talked a little more about what I do, and I finished my meal. I got up and he
offered his hand. I shook it, and he thanked me for talking to him and for helping his
country.

Love, Ryan

XVII. SATAN’S CLOTHES DRYER

In Iraq, especially in the northern region during mid and late summer, dust devils
are rampant. Most of the time, especially on a base where structures block the hot, dry
wind, the dust devils are tiny and fizzle out in less than a minute. They dance around like
little kids playing tag until the wind stops blowing for a second. But there are other times
when dust devils resemble skyscrapers. Sometimes they stand hundreds of feet in the air
and are as wide as a city block.
It’s funny, really, how much there is to a country that one can’t see while standing
inside of it. It was many months into the tour when I realized how massive dust devils
could be. It’s amazing how these great beasts in the sky deceive the mind. They twist and
turn, never with pattern, never with grace. But always with distinction. “Here I am and
you better notice me,” they seem to say.
It’s a normal convoy up to Q-West. Sergeant First Class Woodlief is my A-driver
in an M916 tractor trailer. We’re hauling lumber, so the load isn’t very heavy. This road
is usually very long and uninspiring, but not today.
I’ve never seen more than one giant dust devil at a time before, but now the
sand-gray horizon resembles the final, climactic scene in the movie Twister. The dust
devils are enormous. They are continually spinning to life and then fizzling to nothing.
No less than four can be seen at any given time. One rises from the ground, defying
gravity and its earthly home. It grows wider, stronger, and taller until it personifies the
grandeur and mischief of an ancient Greek God. When its show is over, usually within

five minutes, it gradually dissipates. The transition from dark dust to light sky is like a
fading changeover between movie scenes.
This drive is usually five solid hours of no scenery whatsoever. The floor of the
earth is monotonous brown. The sky is tinted tan. The buildings are few and far between,
and even they are the crumbly brown of dried mud. Any plants, which are also few and
far between, are the pathetic shade of a dead lawn after the spring thaw.
Today we’re witnessing a new variation of the only color in Iraq. It’s a living,
breathing, translucent brown. It’s woven and pulled from the earth’s floor as if by the
hand of God. The edges stay blurry and out-of-focus, shifting dust particles hundreds of
feet above where they’d started. The devils, booming and emotional, dance along the
horizon until their life is gone, temporarily unfastened from existence. They’re never
really dead.
The dust is always there. It’s in my boots and on my eyelashes. It sticks to my
sweat and soaks up my urine. It’s in the food I eat, the letters I write, and the dreams I
have. But the collection of the dust, the true devils that they are, eventually dissolve. We
all eventually dissolve. They move from translucent brown to transparent tan until the
Hand of God swats them out of existence. The Hand of God swats us all out of existence.
Or is it the Hand of the Devil? Is there a difference?
One of the grand beasts flies sideways across the open desert. It comes from the
right toward the road. The 916 ahead of us, which is about 150 meters away, narrowly
avoids the devil. He, that mischievous devil, runs across the road just after the tractor
trailer passes. He’s so big.
Suddenly, I can no longer see the first half of the convoy, only a giant wall of dirt.

It’s funny how much we can’t see of the country, the situation, when we’re standing right
in it. The devil seems to have stopped in the middle road, smiling at me like a baleful
cone of debris, a sinister expert balancing on its point. We’re on an inevitable collision
course. The devil tempts me. His grin is like a razor blade, a slice of bold arrogance. He’s
daring me. He’s risen at least two hundred feet in the air and we are foolish ants by
comparison. I can’t halt a convoy for a dust devil even if he is this gigantic and
able-looking.
Bring it on, devil. His grin widens, allowing me to pierce his filthy membrane.
“Whoa, ho, ho!” I say. “Hold on!”
“Smithson,” says Woodlief. His tone seems to be warning me with something,
almost threatening. But he doesn’t know whether to be scared or excited. This unsure
apprehension is the one constant in Iraq. It’s part of the experience. It’s not so much a
“fight or flight“ dilemma. Usually, things end up being “fight” by default. It is a war after
all. Not that Woodlief is one to “flight” anyway. He blew a guy to pieces with an M203
grenade launcher on the Samarra mission.
But right now, we’re both feeling that constant inconsistency that is the Iraq War.
As we stand face to face with a problem, the amount of possible outcomes grows every
second we contemplate. In war, there’s no time to sort and prioritize. There’s no time to
contemplate. The mind has to make a simple choice and quick. Stay or Go. This makes
the situation a hell of a lot less stressful. The uncertain apprehension depletes, because
the mind is forced to choose either one or the other. It’s really quite exciting because
when the mind has only two choices, they could both end in disaster. This makes for a
pleasantly anxious voyage through a swirling dust devil. The fear of the unknown is the

ultimate rush.
I grip the wheel and hold on with white knuckles. We are only hauling lumber, so
the load isn’t very heavy. We’re traveling about sixty miles per hour and mistakes are
lethal at that speed. Anxiously lethal.
We blast through the first wall of dark dirt. Our small, dictionary-sized armored
windows are open to allow for ventilation. Ventilation is more than what we get. The dust
swirls around inside the cab. Little pieces of rock hit my face and bounce off my Kevlar
helmet. Woodlief grips the “oh shit” handle in front of him and doesn’t say a word.
The inside of the monster is completely tranquil and oddly silent, our own world.
Just like in the movie The Wizard of Oz, it’s a hollow cylinder. However, while Dorothy
discovers a cow and two men in a fishing boat in her tornado, all I see is brown dirt. All I
see is Iraq. A massive circle surrounds us and slowly rotates. We are inside Satan’s
clothes dryer.
We’re in the middle of Iraq on Highway 1, the main service route that runs up the
middle of Iraq. It’s also called Tampa. And what you call it doesn’t matter. We’re sitting
in the middle of nowhere in the armpit of the world. And all we can see is the cab of a
military tractor-trailer and one another.
Time stops.
My mind assesses what’s happening. It’s funny how we can’t see the world
around us even when we’re standing right in the middle of it. Sometimes the dirt is
blocking our view. Sometimes hate blocks our view. Sometimes it’s the war. Whatever
the cause, whatever the misunderstanding, we learn something from this lack of sight.
We learn how impossibly big the world is and how impossibly small we are. We

understand that situations, the mind’s ability to dissect them, and their outrageous results
are, for all intensive purposes, molecular bullshit. We are so small. This country, this war,
this devil, is so engulfing. It’s so beyond what we can see. Even though I can see the
inside of this devil, I can’t see up because of the cab’s roof. What kinds of marvelous
things am I missing out on? All I can see is the dirt, but there is so much more than dirt
flying through this vehicle.
We are inside Satan’s clothes dryer. This devil surrounds us on all sides. Like a
front sight post set in the middle of a fuzzy rear aperture, we’re surrounded on all sides
by this out-of-focus delirium that is war. There are thoughts of safety and thoughts of
comfort (nothing can reach us here). There are thoughts of fear and thoughts of death (we
can reach nothing here). There are lustful thoughts of what we’ll do to our wives when
we return home. There are regretful thoughts of what we’ve done to our wives who now
sleep alone in our beds. There are hearts beating and sweat pores leaking. There are
stomachs digesting food, and brains digesting the war. Woodlief grips his M203. I grip
the steering wheel. I’m checking my mirrors. He’s checking his faith. My eyes blink and
my tongue wets my lips.
Time continues.
I notice the lack of pull on the vehicle. Apparently, appearances are deceiving.
The giant devil was no more a threat to us than the wind through which we drive
everyday. I begin laughing as the second wall of dark dirt comes at us, or we come at it.
Dust and small rocks engulf our small cabin space once again. The dust sticks to the
sweat on my face, the moisture on my lips, and my laughter increases.
We emerge from the devil and the rest of the convoy comes back into focus. The

rest of Iraq is visible, but not really, only to my eyes. We are freed, temporarily
unfastened, and I tip my head back to laugh toward the ceiling. It’s a laugh of relief. It’s a
laugh that refuses to deal with the devil. He is behind us, and all I want to do is fall down
laughing. We drove into the dust devil, Satan’s clothes dryer, the dilapidated country of
Iraq, and came out as different men. How does one meet the devil and not come out
differently? It was a voyage, a quest. We survived. And I laugh because what else is there
to do?
I look toward Woodlief, who seems less amused at our successful run with the
devil. I think he may have squirted a small amount of butt chocolate, and I laugh harder.
“Oh my God,” I say. “Did you see that?”
“Jesus,” he says and shakes his head.
“That was fuckin’ awesome!”
“Yeah,” he says. “Jesus.”

XVIII. SILENCE AND SILHOUETTES

It’s Seabass and me. We’re sitting outside the barracks. Late dusk. The very end
of a day. The very beginning of a night. The desert is calm at night. Calmer than anything
I can remember. It’s not hot anymore. The temperature has dropped and it actually feels
cool, a dry cool. Like nighttime in mid-September. It’s not windy at all, which is an
enormous relief.
Even on base there is no noise. There is just the sound of our breathing. We don’t
talk. We’re sitting together, in silence, like you’d do with a friend you’ve known your
whole life. We’d been talking, I’m sure, about something. Probably something funny. We
were probably joking about one of the mechanics, or one of the squad leaders, or one of
life’s little ironic lessons. But now things are silent.
We light cigarettes and look out over the motor pool. The only light comes from a
single “porch” light outside our company’s tactical operations center. The sky, as it often
does, shines a curious gray-orange. Sand in the air. Always sand in the air. No moon is
out, just dust. This country is beautiful.
The shadows of the dozens of pieces of equipment in our motor pool pierce the
orange glow. Tall silhouettes of dump trucks, of hydraulic excavators with their long,
gangly arms, of scrapers and dozers and a fuel truck and those unforgettable 916 tractor
trailers slice open the gray-orange. The stillness of the shadows is eerie. The silhouettes
remind me of headstones in a cemetery, dark and silent. A filthy, taunting bit of
foreshadowing… or just coincidence. There’s no way of knowing.
Seabass and I inhale smoke into our lungs and breathe it out, once again thankful

to breathe, thankful to have the choice to breathe smoke. We say nothing, not about the
un-tactical operations center, or the mission coming up, or our families.
We sit in silence. Appreciating the moment of peace. Appreciating each other.
Somewhere during the tour, I will realize I love Seabass, and the rest of the
platoon for that matter. It’s a weird sort of love. Certainly not like lovers. And not like
good friends, nor even like brothers though that is how I’ll refer to them after the war.
I love Seabass like a buddy, an army buddy. It’s a love which can’t be explained.
It’s a fragile sort of love which loses meaning the more I complicate it with words.
So we are sitting in the motor pool, in the dark, next to a pile of new tires. We
could sit inside the barracks or out on the BOHICA, the recreation deck where our
platoon meetings are held (Bend Over, Here It Comes Again), and hang out with the rest
of the guys. But we don’t. Instead, we sit here looking out over the calm, cool desert. We
appreciate the night, the life, the love. We appreciate the silence and silhouettes.
An explosion. Not anywhere near. Somewhere in the distance. Miles across the
huge base. We don’t break stride in inhaling the smoke. We just appreciate it that much
more. We don’t look at each other. We inhale and gaze at the desert.
Another explosion. Surely they are mortars; we’ve heard them many times before.
We don’t care anymore. We enjoy the silence in between.
“I wonder how long it’ll be ‘til they sound the alarm,” I say. Seabass makes a
silent, but appreciative, laugh. The statement is tired and overused. We all understand
how much of a joke the mortar alarms are.
Another explosion. Another inhale.
The explosions are far away, and almost silent in their own special way. Like

fireworks in the distance on a breezy summer night. But these explosions are silent in a
deadly sort of way. The calmness of death, the silence, is remarkably peaceful.
Tranquility, serenity, stillness, and a thousand other synonymous adjectives. Even the
words roll off the tongue without much audible effort.
“Imagine if the 5-ton got hit,” he says.
We often fantasize about losing parked equipment to mortar damage. We are
hopeful, but it probably won’t happen. We’re not that lucky. It’s a nice thought, though.
It’s a thought that deserves a gut laugh, but not an audible one. Simply a quick breath
through the nose. Out and away, silent, forgotten. An audible silhouette.
After another explosion, there is a long silence before the alarm sounds. It’s a
good six minutes after the first explosion. What the hell’s the use? That goddamn alarm,
always disrupting a good time.
After a final inhale, Seabass turns and says, “Wanna head in?”
“Yeah, let Renninger know we’re not dead.”
Seasbass laughs through his nose.

***

I return home from the war. The culture shock of coming home is surprisingly
stronger than that of going over. I suddenly realize so many things about my country all
at once. I learn how sheltered we all are, how controlled we all are, how magnificently
lucky we all are, and how magnificently unappreciative we all are. The shock is not only
in realizing all of this but dealing with the fact that I am twenty years old and only really

seeing it for the first time.
I am glad to be home, but the culture shock of returning is something I will carry
with me for the rest of my life. War creates a life changing perspective, and I couldn’t
forget it if I tried.
I spent a year in Iraq. I was a kid, I am a kid, and I’ve seen things some people
will never see. It takes me almost a full year before I can even begin to write about it. I
was no more than a Joe Schmo of the masses, GI Joe Schmo. My memories will save me,
but my memories will also haunt me.
Psychologists call it Posttraumatic Stress Disorder. We attended numerous
briefings about the subject upon demobilization at Ft. Bragg, NC. During one, an active
duty soldier, who specialized in psychiatric treatment for soldiers, asked us how we’d
deal with facing our family again. We gave him blank stares because we didn’t know.
“What will you say to your mother, your child, your wife when they say, ‘You
know, I’m really upset that you’re still in the military,’” he said.
We looked at him, unsure of our actual response to this hypothetical. This was a
room full of soldiers I’d just spent a year with in a combat zone under a horribly aloof
and irresponsible command. Now, this guy was asking us what we’d say to our families
who couldn’t possibly understand.
“‘I’m really upset that you’re still in the military, honey.’ What are you going to
tell them?” he repeated.
“So am I,” I said.
My response broke the tension and the room erupted in appreciable laughter.
Then he asked us what we’d tell them when they asked us, “‘Well then, why are you still

in?’”
“Because our country needs me to be.”
And that was it.
We were on American soil again, for God’s sake. The last thing we cared about
were flashbacks and nightmares. We’d been through a certain degree of hell, and we
could tough out some petty psychological trauma. We just wanted to get through our
de-mobe and be home again.
I wanted my life to continue. I wanted to see my parents. I wanted to sleep next to
my wife. Little did I know, this is where my problems would arise.
I wake suddenly. Not from a nightmare, but my face is coated in sweat. We live in
the country, and it’s dead quiet. Silence. A red laser light shines on the ceiling. It’s from
our alarm clock and it says 2:25 am. The bedroom door is cracked and the yellow light
from a night light in the hallway slips through. My breathing is way too heavy for 2:25 in
the morning, and I can feel my heart about to explode. I am terrified.
Of what, I can’t be sure. This is a new experience; I never woke up in the middle
of the night in Iraq. I was never once terrified for no apparent reason. Nonetheless, I lay
in my bed, on American soil, and my heart pounds like a bass drum. I wipe the sweat off
my brow and turn over to find a more comfortable position.
My back is to the door. I need to watch that door.
Someone is coming to kill me.
I turn back over and close my eyes. I need to watch that door. My eyes open.
You’re acting crazy, I tell myself as I watch the door. You’re in West Sand Lake,
New York. People don’t go around randomly killing one another. Some people don’t even

lock their doors.
I should check the front door; someone is coming to kill me.
I get out of bed; my wife is sound asleep. I need to protect her, too. I walk to the
entrance of our apartment. The doorknob is locked. The dead bolt is locked. The chain is
secure.
Go back to bed and quit being foolish. Iraq is a world away. No one’s trying to
kill you here.
I crawl back into bed. I toss and turn for five minutes. I’m not even remotely
tired. I have a feeling I won’t be getting very much sleep tonight.
Ryan, you’ve been home for over a month. Let it go.
I lay on my back watching the dim, yellow light shine through the crack in the
door. I’m watching and waiting for the door to burst open and reveal my murderer. It’s an
indescribably genuine sense of terror, and no amount of logic can help me escape from its
stronghold. It’s not terrifying so much because I truly believe my life is in grave danger,
but because there’s no logical reason for being terrified. I’m scared of nothing, of the
silence, and it scares me further that there’s no explanation. I contemplate crying, but
what would that do?
Someone’s coming to kill me.
Then again, what if this isn’t Posttraumatic Stress Disorder? What if it’s a sixth
sense and completely coincidental to the psychological side effects of war? I’m having an
authentic ESP experience, and someone really is going to break in and kill Heather and
me while we sleep.
Get a weapon. I left my M-16 back at Ft. Bragg.

I get out of bed again and go to the kitchen. I pull a butcher knife from the butcher
block on the counter. I look at it for a long time; I study it. It’s long and shiny and lethal.
It will do the job if I need it to.
I’ll just keep it on the nightstand next to me and use it only if I need to, only if
this really is an intuitive prediction. I suddenly remember all those horror stories of men
returning home from war and brutally murdering their wives in the bed next to them.
Is this how it starts?
How will I react when I wake up the second time?
I put the knife down and return to bed. I tell myself to quit being irrational. I need
to sleep, and no one is coming to kill me. I doze off for maybe five minutes before I wake
up in a cold sweat again. The red laser light reads 2:37 am.
I need to protect myself. I need to protect my wife.
Get a fucking weapon.
I rummage through the entire house. My heart is rapid, my palms are sweaty and
shaking, and not a moment goes by that I’m not checking over both shoulders. There has
got to be something I can use that won’t be lethal unless I absolutely need it to.
Is this how it starts?
I am scared out of my mind and looking through the house for a lethal, but not too
lethal, defense. In the spare bedroom I remember there are drumsticks for the electronic
drum set Heather bought me for my birthday. I pick them up and give them a test swing.
They are solid and blunt and could surely do the job. I took lessons for three years in high
school, and they feel natural and controlled in my hands. Isn’t that what weapons are all
about -- control?

They will do.
If, God forbid, I pummel my wife with them, hopefully I can stop before it’s too
late.
Is this how it starts?
It doesn’t matter; this is life and death. I take them back to the bedroom, place
them on my nightstand, and I don’t sleep more than an hour all night.
These night terrors occur every couple of weeks for a few months. They’re never
accompanied by nightmares, just a jolting snap from regular sleep. Every time, there is a
silently horrifying sense that someone is coming to kill me. They are like the next step
beyond a lucid dream.
By the last couple of occurrences, I am able to retain my sanity quickly and get
back to sleep with little problem. I am frankly sick of having them. It gets on my nerves
that I’m being so irrational with no existence of an actual threat. Throughout my life, I’ve
hardly ever lost sleep to nightmares, let alone losing sleep to nothing. I just want them to
stop.
The last time the night terrors occur, I wake up, once again, in a cold, throbbing
sweat. I almost cry at the terror that has seemingly engulfed my ability to sleep well. I
pray for this to end. I’m sick of being woken up and scared for my life. I’m sick of being
ashamed to talk about it. It’s a silent inner-dilemma that I want to end.
What happens next will baffle me to the core for the rest of my life.
I lay on my back watching the door. I try to fall asleep, and my mind wants me to
stay awake. The crack in the door is about a foot wide and I watch it intently.
Go to sleep. Go to sleep. Go to sleep.

My eyes shut, or maybe they stay open. I can still see the lighted crack in the
door, but maybe I’m dreaming. Maybe I’m teetering in the mysterious world between
consciousness and sleep. Or maybe not.
A sharp silhouette appears in the bedroom in front of the doorway. It’s standing
next to my wife’s dresser which is barely outlined by the yellow light coming in through
the door. The slice of light did not get any larger. The silhouette did not enter my room; it
was already here.
My heart jumps to throbbing life.
The silhouette is slender looking and appears to have long, straight hair. It’s
undoubtedly female. She walk toward my side of the bed.
The cold sweat reappears on my forehead.
She gets slowly closer. I can’t see her face, for the light is behind her. But I can
tell she’s looking me directly in the eyes, or directly in the soul.
My mind says move, but my body does no such thing. I am paralyzed. In front of
me stands what must be the reason behind these awful night terrors, and she’s getting
closer. My heart is pounding and my whole being is numb and tingly. It’s the same
feeling I’ve woken up with every couple of weeks for the last few months, but it’s
multiplied times a thousand.
She’s a foot away from my bed and she bends down. But not to me, into me. She
walks, or floats maybe, down and into me.
My eyes open. Or maybe they were open the whole time.
Suddenly, as if by magic, my heart slows down, and my sweat dries. I breathe
normally, and I no longer feel dizzy or tingly. I am looking at the lighted crack in the

door. It’s illuminated by the yellow nightlight in the hallway, and it barely outlines the
front edge of Heather’s dresser.
Whatever or whoever the silhouette was, it changed me. It healed me. I am
perfectly calm. I lay in disbelief, but I no longer fear going back to sleep.
I have not had a night terror since.

XIX. THE INNOCENT

I’m standing in the New York State Museum in Albany. The children I work with
are on a field trip. We’re walking (single file, using inside voices) through the carpeted,
snaking hallways. The clean, stale smell of the museum provides an odd sort of comfort. I
remember all the times in my childhood when I smelled this smell, a mix between the
smell of a vacuum and a backstage wardrobe.
We’ve passed the fake Iroquois Indians picking fake vegetables and warding off
fake woolly mammoths. We’ve also walked through the woodland creatures exhibit in
which fake baby foxes sniffed out fake mice under a fake log and the rack from the fake
moose epitomized the grandeur of the Adirondack region. In another exhibit we’ve
already passed, fake ducks were split in half by a sheet of glass, apparently the fake top
of some imaginary lake. There was another exhibit with fake loggers who straddled fake
logs which floated down a fake river.
We’re in a new exhibit now, though. And this exhibit is anything but fake.
Ironically enough, it’s the only one in the museum I wish was fake. I would rather ward
off real woolly mammoths, steer clear of a real moose, and dodge real floating logs than
have this exhibit be real. I would rather not understand this exhibit the way I do, the way
I understand its necessity. I wish there wasn’t a reason for this exhibit, and the museum
staff used this space for storage.
But that’s not the case. I’m standing here once again, looking through glass
paneling wondering how in the world five years has passed already. How in the world
did this crumpled piece of scrap metal I’m looking at go from iron-ore in the ground to

an I-beam in a skyscraper to a display under glass in the New York State museum?
This is my second time viewing this exhibit (I hate calling it that, an exhibit). I’ve
dealt with this exhibit (as if you can sum it up in seven letters) as well as any American
could, I guess. I cried the first time I saw this exhibit (like it’s so distant to our hearts as
to be put on display) but I have to retain my composure today. I’m in charge of ten kids.
Leading kids is often like leading a platoon. I have to be sharp, decisive, and one
step ahead. I have to be confident, admirable, and humble. I have to be respectful,
compassionate, and disciplined. I have to be funny. I have to be genuine. Or they’ll walk
all over me. So I don’t cry.
I hold it in and supervise the kids as they roam around the room full of rusty bolts
and torn airplane tires and a torched fire truck and quotes from George W. Bush and the
American flag, THE American flag, the flag that is tattered, stained, and with frayed
edges. But it’s the flag, our flag, and it still flies, even if it’s no longer watching over
Manhattan.
The flag, like everything else in the room, seems to be smoking. The kids don’t see
the smoke. They are the innocent. But I do. I see the smoke as if I’m running from it.
I’m reading a plaque which lies next to a smoking fire fighters’ helmet. It explains
how the “brave men and women of Engine such-and-such took such-and-such
casualties.” There’s another word I hate, casualty. Why is it casual?
I stop reading because the smoke fills my eyes.
A little girl is standing next to me. Her name is Emma and she is in kindergarten
this year. She’s “one of the good ones.” Her parents are extremely nice and take the time
to show Emma and her brother, Peter, the important things in life, to include life itself.

She loves to tap dance and go to Tae Kwon Do practice. She loves to color and to play
kickball, even if she can’t kick the ball very far. She likes to show off for her friends and
play dress up. She is the innocent.
She looks up at me with giant brown eyes. She pulls a tendril of dark hair away
from her face. She seems confused. By what I’m not sure. There are other families here,
walking among our field trip group, and they seem to choke on the smoke like I do.
Emma’s not choking, but something in those dark eyes tells me she wants to.
She looks at the yellow fireman’s hat and then at the flag, THE flag, and then
back at me. I nod my head as if to say “remember?” But Emma doesn’t remember.
“What happened, Ryan?” she asks. And the way she says my name breaks my
heart. It tears my heart right in half, because I quickly do the math. Emma is five,
meaning she was born after the towers fell. Until now I considered these kids part of my
generation. But they are not. My generation has already lost its innocence. I remember
exactly when it happened, actually. The very day. The exact time of day is written right
here, in fact, on plaques in the New York State museum. A museum of history.
I look down at Emma, my heart in pieces. In my head I wonder how I can retain
her generation’s innocence, how I can protect them. I quickly realize I cannot.
“Some very bad men attacked our country, Emma. Down in New York City,” I
say. “They don’t like our country and they killed innocent people because of it.”
“But why?” she asks. “That doesn’t make sense.”
“No it doesn’t,” I say. Then we stand for a minute, Emma discovering the fact
that human’s kill one another to prove points. Me still trying to figure that fact out
myself.

“You know how the other kids talk about me being in Iraq?” I ask.
“Yes,” she says.
“This is why.”

***

A group of kids surrounded us. Our convoy was momentarily stopped and the dirt
was flying through the air. Not a sandstorm, just the wind blowing dirt in the desert. The
sun was out (surprise) and I held a semi automatic rifle as I talked to the local kids. They
were telling us about their lives. Their innocent lives.
“Farm,” one said. Then he pointed to the vast desert. It all looked like farms to
me.
“You live on a farm over there?” I asked.
“Yes,” he said. “There. We…” he made shoveling motion.
“Shovel?”
He shook his head. He got on his knees and patted the ground.
“Plants?”
“Yes.”
“What types of plants do you grow?”
“Um…” he searched his small English vocabulary. He formed his hands into a
ball about the size of a melon. “Water…?”
“Watermelon?”
“Yes!” he said with excitement. “Watermelon! Very good, yes?”

“Yeah, I love watermelons.”
The boy, his brothers, and his friends were so excited to hear this. We, the
American GI’s, might as well have been from a different planet. The Iraqi kids looked up
to us in a way I can’t describe. They understood how lucky we were to be from America.
They understood better than we did. Still, they tried to give us anything they had. It was
appreciation. It was their culture.
“You want watermelon?”
“No. No, thank you.”
“I run…” he said, pointing toward his farm. “I run. Get melon.”
“No thanks. Maybe tomorrow,” I offered. “Tomorrow if… if we’re here.”
He nodded his head with enthusiasm. I knew he’d be standing there the following
day, holding a watermelon, probably a dozen watermelons. I knew our convoy wouldn’t
stop there again, but he’d be standing there, waiting, holding watermelons for the
Americans.
Another boy rushed to the front of the group. He had no shoes on and he looked
as if he’d been learning the backstroke in a pile of dust. He wiped the sweat off his face
with his dirty white robe and motioned to his mouth.
“Water?” he asked.
I knew he’d been working in the fields all day. All of them had. I remember being
their age, 9 or 10. Work was a distant concept, something mommies and daddies did to
pay for drum lessons, cable television, and summer camp. These children worked
because their families couldn’t survive without it. They worked because the top five
percent of Iraq’s population, those who had money, land, and power, didn’t have a reason

to care for the other 95 percent.
I grabbed the kid a Gatorade from the cooler in our humvee. It was dripping
water, the life force, and just the feel of it’s cold plastic was a relief from the 115 degree
Iraq sun.
The boy held up the orange sports drink proudly, like a trophy, his smile wider
than his face. His friends looked at him as though he’d made the venture into manhood
without them. They looked at him like American boys look at the kid with the newest
video game system. He was lucky.
Before the Americans came to Iraq, Gatorade for these boys was unheard of, a
dream, nonexistent. Water that tastes like flavored sugar? Juice that doesn’t come from a
fruit and made from water not pulled from the Tigris River? It was unreal and
unobtainable. The Americans pulled it from their humvee like it was pocket lint.
I handed out a few more Gatorades and some water to the dozen kids who were
trying to sneak peaks inside the humvee. One came to me and held out a small fuzzy
object. It was white and appeared homemade. He held it up, showing it off.
“Can I see?” I asked.
He placed it in my hand. It appeared to be a rabbit’s foot, but slightly modified.
The top of its hide was pulled into two pointy ears and small beads were glued to the
front for eyes. It even had pink stitching that made a triangular nose. The baby soft, white
fur extended from the bottom creating a sort of fluffy dress. It reminded me of the tissue
and string ghosts I used to make in elementary school around Halloween. In an ugly sort
of way, like a baby pug, it was remarkably cute. I couldn’t tell if the little craft was
designed as a cat or an owl.

“Is it a cat?” I asked.
“Bazoona,” the boy replied.
“Bazoona?”
“Yes.”
“Does that mean cat?”
“Bazoona.”
“Owl?”
“Bazoona.”
“Like hooo, hooo,” I mocked an owl.
“Mreeow, mreeow,” he said and clawed the air.
“A cat,” I concluded.
“Bazoona,” he corrected.
“Bazoona?”
“Yes.”
“In English: cat.”
“Kaht,” he repeated. He pronounced it like cut, and this made me smile.
“Mreeow, mreeow. Cat.”
“Kaht.”
“You got it.”
“In Arabic: Bazoona,” he said.
“Bazoona.”
“Yes. You got it.”
He gave me the Bazoona Cat in exchange for a Gatorade. The other kids admired

their friend for learning some English from the American. In all honesty, they shouldn’t
have been this close to us and the humvee. Our battalion commander made this perfectly
clear: “Keep the kids away from you. The insurgents use them for attacks, and they are
not to be trusted.”
The battalion commander was an asshole. He didn’t convoy around with us
enough to know how to spot real danger. He was just scared of everything. We were used
to picking out the bad guys. They had certain tells, like in poker, dead giveaways. These
children weren’t the bad guys. They were too happy, too innocent.
Not that we didn’t keep vigilant. We were always scanning, always aware. But
when obviously non threatening children approached our convoy asking for water, we
rarely, if ever, backed them away with the flash of an M-16. Besides, we understood a
thing or two about psychology.
Those kids were the future of Iraq. They’re the ones to whom we needed to cater.
They’ll always remember the Americans who stopped by their farm and handed out
Gatorade. And they’ll remember that they weren’t just Americans. They were American
soldiers.
At the end of the day, it was our job to make sure there were more kids who
identified us as the soldiers who were generous as oppose to the soldiers who destroyed
their village. One day at a time, one child at a time, that’s how we made a difference. It
was the only way we could come out of that mess feeling like it was worth something.
Keep the innocence. Protect those who deserve it most.
I still have Bazoona Cat. It sits in my “army junk” foot locker. From time to time
I take it out and remember that day. For a minute or two I just sit, holding the fuzzy

rabbit foot, smelling it, remembering the dirty farmland kids and the boy who taught me
some Arabic. I taught him some English and we called it even.

***

If you ask me why I did it, why I volunteered, why I ran toward the danger when
so many of my generation ran away, I’ll rummage through an old army foot locker. I’ll
dig around, between the hand written letters, the Desert Eagle knife, the Army
commendation medal, and the folded American flag my wife would have gotten had I
died. I’ll rummage past these things and find Bazoona Cat.
You won’t understand why, but I’ll hold it for a moment. I’ll pet its soft fur and
then place it in your hand. You’ll look at it with an odd sort of disgust. It is, in fact, rather
ugly. That’s the first thing you’ll notice. All its sentiment means nothing to you, and
you’ll hand it back like spoiled fruit. Wondering how I could chalk up my involvement in
the war with this hairy, gross little object, you’ll give me a confused look. You’ll doubt
how I can justify everything that happened in Iraq with a stupid little rabbit’s foot
decorated to resemble a cat.
I’ll just smile because I know how much you can’t understand, no matter how
many words I use to describe it. Inside, though, my heart will ache. I’ll give up trying to
explain the creature and I’ll just pet its soft fur.
“Why’d you do it?” You’ll ask again, wondering if I heard you right the first time.
I’ll hold it up. “This is why.”

XX. WALKING THROUGH A MINEFIELD

You think a lot about your family while you’re at war. You finally understand all
those things they did for you. You finally understand why your parents labeled you
selfish and why they said, “you think you know everything.” You finally understand why
your parents called you ungrateful.

***

The blood courses through my veins. It’s hot, especially in my face. I am so angry.
Furious. Fuming. He thinks he is so tough. He thinks he is so right, and that I am so
wrong. I am not wrong. I will show him. I wrestle. He played football in high school. I
can probably kick his ass. I want to kick his ass. Just settle this once and for all. We’re
standing toe to toe, something we’ve never done before. The heat between us could be cut
with a knife.
What are we even arguing about?
It doesn’t matter. Right now we’re arguing about everything. Every reason he is
wrong and I am right. Every reason he thinks I’m stupid. Every reason I know he’s
stupid. Every reason I can’t wait to grow up and start my own life. Every ounce of
authority and power with which he controls my life. The blood in my veins is volatile, my
thoughts explosive.
My mother is standing next to us, in front of the kitchen cabinets, but I can hardly
see her. It’s not about her. She feebly tries to talk sense into us. Foolish woman. We are

bulls arguing for pride. Talking sense is a squirt gun on a house fire.
“You think you’re so tough?” he asks me. A glare, inches from his face, is my
response. I hate him. “Let’s take it outside then.”
“Take it outside?” I mock. “Are we in a fucking bar?”
He hates when I mock him. Says it’s disrespectful. That’s why I do it.
He gives me shove, and I stumble back. My blood explodes. Fiery liquid as
caustic as battery acid. Rage as destructive as dynamite. He set it off. It’s uncontainable.
Vinegar into baking soda. A mine in a field. The few feet I stumble give me a running
start. The look on his face is one of shame and bewilderment. As I take large, firm steps
toward him, his eyes hold in them a deep degree of sorrow. They seem regretful,
wondering if his shove was the last moment of interaction we’d have as father and son.

***

The hardest part of a combat tour, I’ve discovered, is not the combat. It’s not the
year or more away from home and family. It’s not sleeping in humvees or eating MREs.
It’s not the desert sun that makes everything too hot to touch. It’s not the fear and wild
atrocity you experience. You get used to all that. Bombs are just bombs. Blood is just
blood. The hardest part of a combat tour, I’ve discovered, is coming home.
Obviously, this is not in the literal sense. Believe me when I say that the bounce
and squeal of our airplane tires on an American runway was the sweetest sound these ears
have ever heard. That part of coming home was easy. But dealing with the many
thousands of emotions and thoughts that ensue after a year in Iraq is difficult.

We act tough in PTSD briefings, but fact of the matter is we needed them. That’s
easy to say in hindsight, but it’s still the truth. Upon returning, the way I deal with my
war stories, my silhouettes, is with silence.
I don’t talk to anyone about the tour. Not Mom. Not Heather. Not even my own
father. He wants to know things. He wants to know how close his son was to death. Not
morbidly, not with a sick fascination. He sees me as a man. He wants to talk to me like
one.
He tosses me a beer and we sit in the back room of his garage. He’d recently
redone it. There’s a poker table to our right. There’s a dart board (real cork; none of this
plastic, perforated crap). There’s a foosball table that sits quietly, waiting for some
playtime. There’s pictures of the Adirondacks and various camping and sporting
equipment. All of it lays quiet and still, begging to be noticed.
It smells like pine and musk in this place. All man, all the time. This is
somewhere he thinks I will be comfortable sharing my experiences. We stand by the
black mini fridge and crack open our beers. I am silent, far away. My dad wants to talk.
“I’m glad you’re home, son,” he says, trying to sound like he’s not choking on
tears.
“Me too, dad,” I say, taking a sip of beer. “Me too.”
More silence.
“I missed you so much, Ryan.”
He puts his arm around me. I put mine around him and we stand holding each
other. We both want to cry, but neither of us wants to be the first one to do it. Foolish
pride. Father and son.

“If you ever need to talk about anything, Ryan, you know I’m always here,” he
says.
“I know,” I say. I don’t feel like talking, and my father senses that. He doesn’t
want to pry too hard. We just stand holding one another. The love between us could be
cut with a knife. We haven’t shared this much emotion since our big standoff my senior
year of high school.

***

I am so furious at my dad. How does he think he can control me? How does he
think he can shove me? His eyes seem so confused, as if his body did something out of
order with his mind. I step toward him, across the green, tiled kitchen. Giant, powerful
steps, like that of an elephant. I feel like an elephant. My dad’s wondering if I’ll slug him,
and what would be his best reaction if I did. He stands his ground.
I don’t slug him. I want to, but there’s something deeper commanding me against
it. Instead I put my hands on his chest and shove him back. As hard as I can, with all the
hate and resentment I can muster, I push him. My rage flows from my heart to my head to
my chest to my arms. Nothing can stop my rage-filled arms, and my father stumbles back.
He seems surprised at my strength.
My chest heaves with torrid passion.
“Push me?” I yell. “You think you can push me?”
He doesn’t say anything. His eyes seem thankful it didn’t escalate to punches. We
both know the fight is over, but neither of us wants to be the first one to say it. Foolish

pride. Father and son.
My mom stands next to us, scared to death and wondering if it’s over. She wants
to step in, but somehow understands our tunnel vision. We don’t even acknowledge her
presence. All we see is each other’s eyes.
Confusion, regret, denial.
I don’t see anything but blind rage. My father, on the other hand, is probably
playing the “Reel of Ryan” in his head. He’s watching me grow up. His eyes are sad as
he remembers the first time he held me, so small and so helpless. He’s remembering
whispering to me in my crib. I’m going to love you so much and show the world to you
and give you every opportunity I can. He’s remembering my first words and first steps
and my first loose tooth. He’s remembering a long day at work that was brightened by a
funny anecdote from summer camp. He’s showing me how a compass works on an
Adirondack camping trip, just the two of us. He’s showing me how to hook a worm and
hold a fish by the jaw. He’s showing me how to throw a baseball, a football, and a
horseshoe. He’s holding me, scraped and bloody, after I fell forty feet from the tree in the
back yard. He’s watching me blow out my knee and then ride down the ski slope in a
medic sled. He’s watching me win my first wrestling match. And now he’s watching the
first time we’ve laid hands on one another in aggression.
I storm up to my room and grab my things. My father is left standing in the
kitchen with my mother. Lord knows what they talk about. Maybe they don’t say a word.
Ungrateful can be the only word going through their minds.
They just don’t understand, I tell myself. I am so ungrateful.

***

Inside the house now, I stand with Mom and Dad, the only two people on the
planet who have forgiven me and supported me in everything I’ve done. From dealing
with a noisy drum set and the preteen who can’t play it to running me to and from
wrestling matches to seeing me off at the airport when I left for basic training, job
training, and Iraq. I have learned to become so remarkably grateful for their influence and
support in my life. It’s been a long road, one full of personal regret and guilt, but I am
finally thankful for everything they’ve done for me.
“Ryan, were you ever in combat?” my mom asks me. This is something she’s
asked before, over the phone, while I was still overseas. I give her the same answer as I
did then.
“Do you really want to know?” I ask. It’s my way of telling her yes. It’s a way I
know won’t provoke anymore questioning. I gave her this response when I was in Iraq
because I didn’t think she really needed to hear all the gory details of war, not while I
was still stuck in it. She worried enough about me. She didn’t need details to cloud her
mind more. I was looking out for her, just like she’d done for me for so many years.
Now, though, I don’t have that excuse, and she knows it.
“It’s okay now,” she says. “You’re home.”
“Until my next tour,” I say. This statement shoots straight up her spine and into
her tear ducts. She sees that combat, though something that is currently far away, is still a
close part of my reality. She also sees that I simply don’t want to talk about it. My father
already knows this. He stands silent, sipping a beer.

“Yeah,” my mother says. “That’s true.”
My parents want me to open up, but being the understanding people that they are,
they refuse to step any further into my minefield. I’m not sure if it’s fear of what they
might find, if I’ll end up exploding. I’m not sure if they’re wondering if I had to take a
life. Maybe they’re curious as to whether or not I could do it, if they raised a son who has
that capability. They look into my eyes and they see dark secrets. They know there are
parts of me that may never come out.
My father remembers talking to his grandfather about World War II. Gramps
rarely talked about it, but when they sat in the VFW among other vets and a few beers
deep, he opened up. My father loved hearing his stories. Even though they were thirty
years old and even though it seemed to bother Gramps sometimes to talk about them, the
stories were entertaining and exciting.
My father looks at me now with that same degree of hope. The hope that I’ll
loosen up and share with him what I’ve seen and what I’ve learned. Not necessarily blood
and guts, but the lessons I learned from such a distinct, worldly encounter. He wants to
know what I was thinking about in my bunk at night. He wants to know if I remembered
the first time he took me skiing. Is that what you thought about, Ryan? he wants to ask.
He wants to know what it feels like to attach ammunition to my chest and roll out the gate
in cheaply armored trucks. Weren’t you scared? He wants to understand the life of a
soldier. Is it the same as when Gramps was in?
He steps through my minefield with these questions. Each one a possible trigger.
He doesn’t want to ask pointed, direct questions. But he wants to know. And I wish I had
the strength to answer.

***

After spending a night at a friend’s, I show up at my wrestling coach’s house. I
have a bag of clothes and basic hygiene products. My eyes are tired, regretful, and full of
selfish teenage pride and ignorance. I tell him what happened.
“My dad hit me,” I say, almost in tears. It feels like I’m lying because I am lying.
He shoved me and that’s as far as it went. A shameful part of me wishes it went further,
wishes I had more to blame, but I don’t. My coach furls his eyebrows, wondering exactly
what I mean by this. He calls my bluff.
“Your father wouldn’t hit you, Ryan,” he says.
“We got in a fight and he shoved me,” I admit.
“Sit down, Ryan,” he tells me.
We have a long conversation at his kitchen table. I wonder briefly why houses
revolve around the kitchen. Even when there is a room with the name “living” right in it,
we often converse (and sometimes fight) in the kitchen. My coach tries to make me
understand how lucky I am. He teaches elementary kids and coaches high school boys.
He’s seen a lot of awful parents and a lot of ungrateful kids. In his own way, he convinces
me I am one of the latter.
“I see your parents at every wrestling match” he says. I stare at the floor. “You
don’t even realize how lucky you are to have that.”
In my head, I hear myself say, I know, but…
The words don’t come out, because right now there are no ‘but’s. He is right. I

don’t fully realize how ungrateful I have been, but I am starting to see it. We sit in silence
for a minute, my wrestling coach walking head on into my minefield. He knows there are
no mines buried there, not yet, just arrogant teenage angst. Something he’s not scared of
one bit.
He has three boys. They’re still young, but he understands the complicated
relationship between father and son. In adolescence, there’s always altercations between
fathers and sons. Oedipus Complex and all that Freudian junk. These arguments, fights,
shoves in the kitchen, are all full of pride and caught up in who’s right and who’s wrong,
as if every problem is that simple. Though every situation is different, these problems all
revolve around a single, universal realization.
There’s a significant point in every boy’s life when he learns that his father is a
man. Not a man in the sense of working to put food on the table, nor a simple
reconstruction of Adam. There’s a point when a boy learns that his father has the same
feelings of aggression, lust, and greed as all the rest of us. There’s a point when a boy
realizes that he and his father share a biological similarity. Through maturity and
understanding, this realization creates a strong feeling of connectedness. At first,
however, this realization creates a strong feeling of resentment. There’s a part of the boy
who feels neglected, like he’s been lied to his whole life. And this is the ugly part that
emerges.
On the same wave length, there’s a point when the father learns that his son is on
the verge of becoming a man. The father looks at his son one day and sees the awkward,
pimply faced, patchily bearded kid that the father thought was long gone, a part of the
past. His mind zips through all the confusion of teenage life. He wants to be there for his

son in this difficult stage (I know what you’re feeling, son), but the son simply pushes him
away (you have no idea what this is like, dad). There’s a constant, irrational struggle of
power that ensues. Nothing is ever right, and nothing is ever wrong. It’s all just a
learning experience. It’s boys becoming men.
Foolish pride. Fathers and sons.
My wrestling coach drives me back to my house, and my mother is there, waiting
on the doorstep. She should be furious. I ran away with all the selfishness of a four year
old. Instead, she is unconditionally forgiving and embraces my return. She hugs me, and
we cry together on the steps.
Confusion, regret, denial.
“I’m sorry,” I say.
“Me too, honey,” she says.
I don’t have the slightest clue as to why she’s apologizing. I am so ungrateful and
so ashamed. Then I come to realize another important and undeniable fact of families.
The relationship between a father and son is intensely complicated. The men take
things too far and too seriously. But every time that happens, there is a woman standing
there, pacing on the steps, waiting for the chance to apologize, even if it’s not her fault (it
hardly ever is). She stands ready with the minesweeper, able to walk through the
minefield of men and their stubborn conceit. Her head is up, honoring those who have
created this shameful state, and she is ready to suffer the blow of a mine. Selflessly,
independently, she takes the brunt of the fight. Not with fists or a heaving chest, but with
embracing arms. The arms of a woman.
And standing on the porch steps, embraced and loved in my mother’s arms, I

come to realize the other half of the complicated relationship between fathers and sons:
Mothers. Fathers are the stiff, unwavering backbone upon which a family is built. But
mothers are the compassionate, forgiving hearts that hold it all together. Always.

XXI. THE FULL MOON

She walked toward me. Tendrils of straight brown hair floating about her
shoulders. Those shoulders: so confident, so inviting. Tear drops decorated the corners of
her eyes, and she smiled.
I had no idea how lucky I was.
I, Ryan, take you, Heather…
As I stood watching her walk down the aisle, I had no idea how important this
woman would be to my combat tour. The most important support would not be the guys,
the brothers. Not the army or its PTSD debriefings. No, walking toward me was the one
person who would carry me through. She would be there before, during, and after.
Confident shoulders, highlighted tendrils, and all.
She would be the voice on the phone that would console me. Halfway across the
world, and she’d be my shoulder to lean on. Foolishly, I’d remain secretive about
everything going on. I wouldn’t tell her a thing. I’d try to protect her as if she wasn’t
scared already, as if she wasn’t aware of my situation. As if she wasn’t there for me. She
wouldn’t ask, because she wasn’t sure, because she respected me too much. But she
wanted me to share my experience with her, and, as with my parents, I wouldn’t.
Still, it was Heather’s encouragement that would keep me going. It was Heather’s
patience and caring that would become my strength and courage. Just the sound of her
voice, a laugh that can’t be duplicated, the way it was especially for me.

And at our inception, the very creation of “us”, I didn’t have a clue.
…to be my lawfully wedded wife…
She found her white gown in three days, almost as fast as we bought the rings.
Somehow, and this all still baffles me, we threw together a civil ceremony with a judge, a
reception at Buca Di Beppo, a white gown, two rings, flowers, a limo, cake, and thirty
friends and family members in less than two weeks.
During the ceremony, as in any moment, the future was unknown. And the fear of
the unknown was in everything. The wedding march playing on the portable radio was a
rapid heartbeat. The roots of the flowers in Frear Park were trembling. The wind, warm
September, was icy mist on my neck. The pagoda overhead was timid and loomed with
apprehension. Our families, frozen in that moment, were realizing that the promise being
made, this “hello” to our union, was in so many ways just an elaborate “goodbye”. The
whole situation, the way it was so sure of itself yet so unsure of everything else, was just
a lavish ceremony to say “I promise to be here if you come home.”
Words like Confusion. Doubt. Disbelief.
Fear of the Unknown.
But as Heather walked down the isle, all the chaos, apprehension, and fear drifted.
It floated away, heeded to this single moment, this union. All of it parted and disappeared
just for her, just for a minute.
Nothing mattered. Not our youth, not the war, not this lavish ceremony. Saying
goodbye didn’t matter. The road ahead was paved with uncertainty, difficulty, and issues

way too complicated for either one of us to grasp at the moment. But that didn’t matter.
All that was here was us.
Silence. In the perfect way.
…To have and to hold…
The way we fell together on that day is a phenomenon, chaos kept under control
by one thing, the only thing. The chips don’t fall in exactly the right places unless fate’s
hand is involved. Faith, hope, and love somehow letting us know that we were doing the
right thing.
Monday and Tuesday were cloudy, cobalt-gray, with scattered showers. Same is
true for Thursday and Friday. But the middle of the week, Wednesday, fate called for
perfect Northeast weather. The great, gorgeous clouds parted and the sun shined through,
providing the perfect warmth typical to a lucky day in early autumn. The kind of weather
that keeps the approaching winter in bed a little longer. The comforting air warmed our
cheeks and kept the September breeze from chilling our necks.
The golden sun showered my bride in a perfect way. It granted warmth only
omens can contain. That sun, shining among the fear of the unknown, had a way of
melting it. The sun allowed me to shut out the reality of the situation. It allowed me to
forget what I watched on the evening news every night. It allowed me to live in that
moment. And that gave me hope, because just then, that moment became eternal.
No matter what happens in the future, said the sun, you’ll always have now.
Whatever happens, I’ll have that memory. I’ll always have Heather’s beauty,

golden in the afternoon sunlight. I’ll always have her white dress swaying around her
hips. The blossoming smell of her perfume and the cute nervousness of her smile. The
firm handshake with her father and the tear down my cheek. I’ll always have it. That
second, that eternity, of time. It’s mine, it’s ours, forever.
…For better…
We were living together in our first apartment. I’d graduated from basic training
in February. With the war almost two years strong, we new a deployment was more than
likely and had discussed how it would affect our relationship.
Both of us, along with the rest of our family and friends, knew our wedding day
would come. It was just a matter of time. None of us expected it would come that early,
but Heather and I were prepared to face my deployment with as much love and nobility
as we could possibly muster. In the face of uncertainty and terrifying reality, it was all we
could do. For, when all is said and done, the only thing left is honor.
She honored me by exchanging wedding rings, and I honored the soldier’s oath by
boarding the plane to Iraq.
…or for worse…
One day during my deployment, I got a nick on my wedding ring. I remember
exactly when it happened. I was getting out of a vehicle after a convoy…
The army, the ultimate micromanager, has pages upon pages of rules and regulations
regarding nonsense like the proper way to climb out of a vehicle. It’s all for safety and
liability. So twenty or thirty years down the road, when we try to file for veterans’ comp

because our hips and knees are all screwed up from jumping out of military equipment,
the army can point a finger at a little paragraph somewhere and say, “Look, we told you
to always maintain three points of contact when dismounting a military vehicle.” The
great irony of it all? In twenty or thirty years when I show up at a VA hospital, they’ll
treat my swollen hip and shoddy knees anyway.
So, with forty pounds of armor and ammo, a rucksack over one shoulder, and an
M-16 in my right hand, I used my left hand to push open the heavy haji-armored door of
the M916. I grabbed the long bar-grip that runs vertical along the edge of the doorframe
and swung myself out. There was a bolt sticking out underneath the bar-grip, and, as I
jumped, it caught my ring. I felt my ring finger jerk and instantly remembered the classic
army fables.
There are two horror stories every GI has been told. The first one is for guys
stationed overseas in places like Korea and Japan. In the version I heard, it was called
was the Black Clap. See, the VD over in these Asian countries, the tale goes, is rampant
and deadly. And this “black” version of gonorrhea is a super-strand. Think of it like a sort
of perfect germ created by the ridiculous amount of prostitution going on outside military
posts.
It’s so bad, the fable warns, that within days, you’re dick turns completely black.
And the doctor gives you a choice: isolate the disease by cutting it off while it’s still
contained, or let it spread to the rest of your body until it kills you. Sometimes, though,
this decision is made for you when it falls off by itself, right into your pants as you’re

walking. And the worst part of it all: there’s no way of detecting it on a woman; most
don’t even know they have it.
Of course, this story is just that, a story. It’s something the old sergeants make up
in their spare time between wars. They’ve got nothing better to do than scare the dick off
new privates (no pun intended). So they do. And, hell, why not? I’ve never been stationed
in Korea or Japan, but I bet the look on a kid’s face when his squad leader tells him the
hooker he had last night is notorious for giving the Black Clap to US soldiers is priceless.
“Yeah, didn’t you know? These fuckers still think we’re at war, man,” the
sergeant will probably say. “I’d try to not worry about it too much if I were you.
Sometimes guys come back from a visit with ‘Poison Ivy’ and never contract a thing.
Besides, nothing you can do about now either way. ”
“How will I know if I have it?” the kid will ask, almost in tears.
“Oh, you’ll know,” the squad leader will say. The other soldiers will laugh.
“There’ll be no question about that.”
And this poor kid sticks himself in the bathroom for the next month, poking and
prying at his dick and balls. The whole squad roaring with laughter in the next room.
This first horror story we soldiers hear is just a harmless farce, a fable to teach us
lesson.
The second one, however, is not a joke at all. This guy, a real high-speed type,
jumps down from a vehicle not according to regulation. His wedding ring gets caught on
a door latch or a tailgate chain or a bolt that holds on haji-armor. The ring catches and all

his weight pulls against his finger. His finger breaks and the skin is peeled clean off.
From the second knuckle to the finger tip, all that’s left is bloody muscle and tendons.
The cadre at training facilities love telling this story; they tell it like they’ve seen it. And
a lot of them have.
So there I was, mid air with my ring finger caught on a bolt. In that split second I
tried not to think of that image: a bloody stub replacing my ring finger; the ring laying in
the dust, rolled like a pig-in-a-blanket with a hunk of sloppy finger skin; and me standing
there, wide eyed and screaming at my freshly filleted finger. All because I didn’t listen to
the dozens of people who told me not to wear my wedding ring while on duty.
Then, with all the luck in the world, the ring gives. I wait to hear the pop of a
knuckle dislocating, but I don’t. My feet land on the ground, and my heart skips a beat. I
look at my ring finger. One small section of its milligrain edging is nicked. It’s smashed
smooth instead of tiny little notches. I am thankful my finger is still attached, but I frown
at the ring.
It’s symmetry is ruined, and the ring will never be the same.

***

…In sickness and in health…
When I first come home, when my feet land on the ground and my heart skips a
beat, I’m overwhelmed with joy. Finally, life can move on. Finally, Heather is in my

arms where she should be. Finally, all is perfectly right with the world. I am home.
But there’s something wrong. A sickness of sorts. I frown inside because
something is off. I can’t figure out when it happened or how it happened. And
rationalizing does nothing. We spent a year apart, and like it or not, we’re different
people now. Our symmetry is ruined.
But this intellectual reasoning means nothing. The symmetry cannot be restored
by simply understanding. It takes action. If the nick on my wedding ring is to be fixed, it
needs a hot torch and a jewelry expert.
On top of it all, I see the people. I hear the nightly news, always negative. Where
is the good? I’ve seen it. I’ve done it. I know it’s there. Where is it? Did it happen?
Should it have happen?
And this is how resentment feels: paranoid and withdrawn. Nothing matters,
because nobody understands. The Iraq War isn’t perfect. No war is perfect. No peace is
perfect. But what would the people think if they knew everything I knew, if they’ve seen
what I’ve seen? Maybe not any different, but what if?
And Heather watches the evening news, so now I resent her. My friends have
such strong, such wrong, opinions about the world. So I resent them too. Everyone looks
at me through goggles. So I resent them all.
I miss the men, the brothers, the only ones who understand. They’re scattered
about the United States, and we no longer know each other. We only once knew each
other for a short period of time. So I resent them. Their images start to fade from my

memory.
So I resent myself.
And the resentment is a blade through my heart. It’s made of pure steel and the
handle sits over a fire. The blade sears my soft tissue. The resentment fuels the fire, and
the fire fuels the resentment. And the handle, black from the flames, just keeps getting
hotter. It’s too hot to touch. I can’t even pull it out.
The blade in my heart is so hot that, in bed, I can’t lie too close to Heather without
burning her. So I roll over, and the fire grows stronger. She tries to roll me back.
Touch me, she whispers.
She doesn’t understand that contact only pushes the blade further, scorches me
deeper. So I ignore her.
And the blade goes on searing.
…To love and to cherish…
We never got to have a “normal” wedding. One with a church and a reception
hall. One with dinner music and hor’dourves. One with a first dance and a honeymoon.
After I come home, we plan The Big Wedding (as we called it). The invitations said a
reaffirmation of vows. We get all the right connections: a photographer, a DJ, a reception
planner, a vocalist, and a flutist. We ask family members to speak during the ceremony.
We call up the judge who married us the first time. We pick the shade of napkins, the
type of flowers, the dinner choices, and the flavor of cake. We take dance lessons and
learn the jitterbug, the foxtrot, swing, and choreograph our first dance.

And I call up the guys. Only a fraction of the platoon can be invited. Our guest list
is long as it is. But I get about a dozen who are able to show up. Three of them make up
the groomsmen. And Lieutenant Andrew Zeltwanger is finally where he should be,
standing by my side as best man.
My brothers, and our one sister, are all present and accounted for. A great six
month reunion. We reminisce about our year together that passed as fast as we all wanted
it to. We reminisce, trying to find a way to hold onto each other.
Heather and I read our vows, we kiss, and we cry. We laugh, feed each other cake, and
dance like professionals. The whole family stuffs their faces, crowds the dance floor, and
celebrates.
A lavish ceremony to say, “We're glad you’re home.”
But the whole time, that something dark inside me. That blade in my heart, still black and
scorching. It’s tired and starting to give up. I feel like I should get Heather away from it.
Like Heather is the one keeping it hot.
Even as we read our vows. Even as we dance. Even as we reaffirm the love we
swore a year and a half earlier, nothing seems clear of that blade. And rationalizing does
nothing.
I want to fall in love again. I want to mean the vows I read. But there’s something
else in the way. It’s like smoke in my eyes. My sizzling chest, that smoky, rotten part of
me. Just a shield from my bride.
And there’s nothing I can do.

Honor is gone.
Hope is gone.
Love is gone.
For an entire year I suppressed emotion, because emotion can get you killed in a
combat zone. So now I stay numb. Cold and biting. The colder I am, the less this blade
can burn me.
I hide from everything. Scared and unsure of it all. I freeze my emotions until
there’s nothing left to freeze. And when there’s nothing left to freeze, there’s nothing left
to keep it from melting. So there’s an overflow like an avalanche, courage from
cowardice.
My numb hands grab the hot blade and pull it out.
I stand in the bedroom watching Heather cry into her pillow. The blade in my
hand doesn’t even drip with blood. There’s no more blood inside of me. I am the black,
charred remains of a man I once hoped to be. The hot blade in my numb hand, and
Heather crying by herself.
…from this day forward…
Not even three years into our marriage and we stand facing its potential end.
Heather, laying in the moonlight and so much brighter than I, pushes for our marriage. I
shy away doubtful and scared. But she fights. She pushes me to be better. She guides me
the same way she did when I was in Iraq. The way she surrenders to her love is beautiful.
And I don’t deserve her.

She stands to face me. Me, just cold, numb remnants of myself.
Remember the good times, she tells me. The first wedding. Stop saying it was just
an elaborate ceremony. It was us. Remember, she says.
Remember.
Carefully, Heather reaches toward me and takes the blade from my hand. It
doesn't burn her at all. She throws it to the floor where it sizzles for a moment and then
goes silent.
I miss the guys, I say. She sits me down on the bed.
I know, she says.
I begin to cry, and she puts her hands over the open, black wound on my chest. I
expect her to be crying, too. The emotion in this room is as humid as tears and she should
be crying. But she’s not.
It’s time for her strength, for her confident shoulders. It’s time for her to show me
what honor really means, what courage really means. No tears are needed.
I miss the war, I say.
I know, she says.
She hugs me, holding my head to her shoulder. The tears that run down my
cheeks are as heavy as lead. And when they take their place on her shoulder, the tears are
feather light. After a while, I pull away. The wound on my chest is healed. Not even a
trace of scar tissue.
Heather just smiles. The moonlight shines through the window, making her

beautiful. The full moon is her beauty.
I miss you, I say.
I know, she says.
We sit in silence for a while. Just being there. Nothing else existing at all.
I want to tell her how sorry I am. I want to tell her it will never happen again. I
want to tell her how much she means to me and how much I love her. But there’s
something in her eyes telling me she already knows. So we just sit.
Silence.
All we need.
…As long as we both shall live.

XXII. THE GHOSTS OF WAR

After living a year in a combat zone, you understand what the drill sergeants were
trying to tell you when they said, “there’s no such thing as an atheist in a foxhole.” It’s
something so easy to write as words on paper, but it means nothing until you’ve seen it.
The fact is: without faith, God is nothing, Allah is nothing, Buddha is nothing.
Without faith, we are nothing.
You’re flying down a desert road from Kuwait to Iraq, and you’re watching
humanity’s evil in the form of children begging for food. You’re sitting in a dump truck
in downtown Samarra, and you’re watching humanity’s evil fall from the sky in the form
of pieces of children. You’re walking to chow in Abu Ghraib, and you’re watching
humanity’s evil fall from the sky in the form of mortars. You’re flying down a torn up
dirt road and you’re watching humanity’s evil in the form of fake explosives. You’re
salvaging parts from a humvee, and you’re watching humanity’s evil being scrubbed
away in the form of flesh and bone and blood and brains. You’re standing at Joe Nurre’s
funeral, “Taps” is playing, and you’re hearing humanity’s evil in the form of the bugle
song that ends all American battles. You’re standing at Ground Zero of the fallen World
Trade Centers, and you’re watching humanity’s evil stream down a mother’s face in the
form of tears as she places flowers by her murdered son’s picture.
And it hits you; you are human. You are evil. But you are also beautiful. You can
do great things. You can do evil things. You can save the world. You can save yourself.
“There’s no such thing as an atheist in a foxhole.”
You never once stand in a foxhole in Iraq. But you see people die, you know of

people’s deaths, and you understand that it’s something caused by the hand of another
human. You don’t know if you’ll be alive tomorrow. You don’t know why or how things
are happening. You don’t know if you’ll ever see the people who raised you again. But
you see humanity’s evil, humanity’s beauty, and the only thing you know for certain is
that there is something more.
The bullets fly, the mortars fall, the people die, the evil triumphs, and it is all
somehow beautiful. Not on the surface. It’s ugly at face value; it’s terrifyingly, horribly
ugly. But underneath and between the lines, that’s where it’s glorious. It’s magnificent
and perfect there, this place that has no words, this place that is beyond, this place where
things are more than they seem, but cost less than they’re worth.
This place is beautiful. This place is war.
War has been glorified in your culture, and for so long you assumed it was a sick
obsession with death and morbid curiosity. After seeing war, after feeling war, you know
how much deeper it goes.
War is hell, but war is also paradise. War encompasses all that we are, all that we
were, and all that we will be. You look at war, your war, and you see past the blood and
guts and bullets and bombs. You see the message. You see the soft things that hide inside
the hard shells of bullets. You see the light things that float above the dark things in a
mushroom cloud. You see the insane things that tug at and play with your sanity. You see
the hunted things that also hunt. You see things which burn with the sun and blow with
the wind.
You see the ghosts of war.
You see the message. And that message astounds you, because, even though you

celebrate Christmas, and even though you did a paper on world religions in college, and
even though you see countless Muslims place their mats and pray toward Mecca, in war,
in a foxhole, it’s epiphany the way you realize that there is something out there bigger
than yourself.
It’s not about believing. It’s not about ideas or who’s right and who’s wrong.
It’s just sudden. It just exists. There is something more. Not because “there has to
be,” though your brain is built on logic. Not because “you believe there is,” though that’s
how it’s supposed to be. Not because “you know there is,” though that’s how you were
raised. Not because “there’s no other explanation,” though you fell thirty-seven feet out
of a tree when you were thirteen and lived to write about it.
But because there is something more.
And it’s not a religion. You respect those who guide themselves with religion, but
you know it goes deeper than that. It’s not about following a God, or many Gods, or
Satan, or Mother Nature. It certainly can be, but it doesn’t have to be.
It goes deeper. Much deeper. Your human brain can’t even fully grasp the
profound concept. But it doesn’t matter; you know it doesn’t have to. It’s impossible for
you to grasp, but you accept that. Because that’s the way it is. That’s the way it has to be.
And somehow you become grateful for war, for the ghosts. You’re grateful for the
worst in humanity because it’s the closest you’ll ever get to understanding the best in
humanity. Somehow, in a dark, in-denial place, you know that your moments of
sickening insanity are the closest you’ll ever get to becoming sane.
It’s something so easy to write as words on paper, but it means nothing until
you’ve seen it. It’s a lot like love: You can tell a thousand love stories, but only those

who’ve been in love will truly understand. Even when you’re in love, it’s impossible to
understand fully. But that’s the way love has to be. That’s the way war has to be. It can’t
work any other way.
And when the war is over, you’ll be sitting at home one day, and you’ll miss it.
Your mind will be boggled, but you’ll miss the war. You’ll miss the smell and the taste
and the brotherhood and the sweat and the blood and the guts and the bullets and the
bombs.
You’ll miss the power, and you’ll miss the vulnerability. You’ll miss the
innocence, and you’ll miss the hell. You’ll miss the death, and you’ll miss the life.
You’ll miss the feelings of insanity. You’ll miss having perfect sanity. You’ll
miss the feeling of having the world. You’ll miss the feeling of knowing the world.
You’ll long for it, but you know it can’t come back. So you hold onto it.
We call this faith.
And without faith, we are nothing.

